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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of the perceptions of a group of
legacy students regarding their experiences at a public, more selective institution. Selective
institutions have a long history of providing preferential admission review of legacy students.
Legacy students are often admitted to selective institutions with lower standardized test scores
and lower high school academic achievement than their peers. However, little research exists on
how legacy students experience college, in particular their levels of self-efficacy and
engagement. My study employed a phenomenological research approach, using a theoretical
framework of Bean and Eaton’s (2002) psychological model of college student retention. Data
were generated with 16 participants at a more selective, public institution, on their perceptions of
their legacy status, self-efficacy, and engagement, and the relationships among these three
factors on their college experience. All participants expressed ways in which their legacy status
had impacted their collegiate experience. I found that these students felt their legacy status most
strongly during admission to the institution, but also when engaging with their family, other
legacies, or at legacy-specific events hosted by the institution. While participants did not
perceive their legacy status as a large part of their overall college experience, it did play a
contributing role in their self-efficacy and engagement. Their experiences at the institution and
their own experiences as legacies impacted their perceptions of how they intended to engage
with their own children and the institution as alumni. Contrary to prior research on legacy
students that highlights the deficits of legacy students in college settings, this research found that
this group of students did not question their ability to be successful at their selective university.
Keywords: legacy student, self-efficacy, engagement, persistence
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UNDERSTANDING THE LIVED EXPERIENCES, SELF EFFICACY, AND ENGAGEMENT
OF A GROUP OF LEGACY STUDENTS
AT A MORE SELECTIVE UNIVERSITY

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Legacy students, who are collegiate students who attend the same institution as a sibling,
or one or both of his or her parents, have continued to receive admission preference over the past
century in spite of pressure to end other preferential admission policies such as affirmative
action. This preference not only contributes to the strength of alumni connections, but also boosts
yield for institutions, as legacy students are more likely to attend when offered admission
(Bowen et al., 2005). Yet, preferential treatment in the admission process due to family
connections is under scrutiny.
On March 12, 2019, national headlines disclosed a criminal conspiracy to influence
undergraduate admission decisions at a number of highly selective colleges and universities.
Federal prosecutors alleged that upwards of 30 parents paid more than $25 million between 2011
and 2018 to an organization that assisted in either cheating or bribing to obtain admission for
their children at elite universities (Medina et al., 2019). The outcome of this scandal resulted in
rescinding admission decisions, firing athletics officials, and even expelling a student from one
institution. Additionally, the national conversation that ensued focused on the admissions cycle
and the ways in which preference is granted to applicants, due to race, ethnicity, athletic
prowess, financial gifts, or family connections to the institution. According to two surveys
conducted by the Higher Education Analytics Center at the National Opinion Research Center
and the Associated Press following the scandal, 38% of respondents said they believe the college
admissions process is fair, 36% said it is unfair, and 25% said it is neither fair nor unfair
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(Davoren, 2019). These figures highlight concern from the public about the equity of college
admission.
Admission standards, diversity, and persistence are of significant concern to higher
education leaders as they seek to enroll not only a student body that reflects the changing
demographics of the world, but also one that will persist to graduation and meet the needs of
employers. Challenges for admission offices to yield enough students are also prevalent, as
recent lower high school graduation numbers mean a decrease in traditionally aged students
available for admission recruitment (Hechinger Report, 2018).
One study indicated that in the United States 50% of legacy applicants are from the top
quartile of the income distribution and just 6.7% of legacy applicants are members of
underrepresented minority groups (Bowen et al., 2005). For example, in the class of 2022 at
Harvard University, a quarter of all White admitted students were also legacies (Koppelman,
2020). The lack of diversity that legacy admission preference generates has raised questions of
whether legacy applicants are academically on par with their peers (Hoover, 2017; Jaschik, 2017,
2018a, 2018b). Only 13% of individuals believe that legacy status should be given consideration
during the admission process (Davoren, 2019). Legacy students are also more likely to enter
institutions with lower standardized test scores and high school academic achievement than their
peers (Espenshade et al., 2004; Martin & Spenner, 2009; Massey & Mooney, 2007). The
admission pattern of legacy students, who are more likely to be White and less academically
prepared than their peers, raises questions about competitive universities’ commitment to
advancing equity and diversity.
Particularly as admission preference has become more widely discussed and debated due
to legal challenges or illegal activity, it is possible that legacy students are thinking more
3

critically and are more aware of their own admission preference and the negative perceptions that
others may hold of them (Golden & Burke, 2019; Hartocollis, 2018; Pinsker, 2019). Stereotype
threat is defined as the “risk of confirming, as self-characteristic, a negative stereotype about
one’s group” (Steele & Aronson, 1995, p. 797), which may contribute to limited academic
success and involvement during college (Massey & Mooney, 2007; Steele & Aronson, 1995).
Legacy students may be susceptible to stereotype threat because of their potential admission with
lower high school GPAs and standardized test scores than their peers. Additionally, the open
discussion of the admission preference legacy students are perceived as receiving is heightened
given the charges of parental bribery in recent admission scandals (Bruenig, 2019; Davoren,
2019; Golden & Burke, 2019; Medina et al., 2019).
Understanding that they may have been admitted to their institutions due to familial
connections rather than their academic merit, legacy students may believe they are less prepared
than their peers to succeed academically (Steele & Aronson, 1995). Since family income is an
important factor for student success, legacy students, often coming from higher income
backgrounds, may feel less inclined to engage or devote attention to their academics because of
the safety net they perceive through family support (Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in
Higher Education, 2016).
Since its conception, stereotype threat has been used to illuminate performance gaps
between marginalized and non-marginalized groups, with marginalized groups facing the threat
of confirming a negative stereotype about their group’s ability or competence (Steele & Aronson,
1995). Research on stereotype threat has focused on achievement of underrepresented groups,
primarily defined by race and ethnicity or gender (Ambady et al., 2001; Spencer et al., 1999;
Steele & Aronson, 1995; Stone, 2002). There is a long history of prejudice, discrimination, and
4

exclusion against members of these marginalized groups and the extent of that discrimination
extends beyond the classroom and academic achievement. In looking at stereotype threat, I do
not intend to equate the experiences of legacy students, a historically privileged group, with
those who have faced a great deal of prejudice and discrimination. Rather, I have chosen to look
at stereotype threat because of its prior use to look at academic achievement of legacy students
(Massey & Mooney, 2007).
Massey and Mooney (2007) looked at the results of what they consider three affirmative
action programs on academic performance. For the purposes of their study they identified
affirmative action as policies that provided an admission benefit to students of minority races,
students who were recruited to play athletics for the institution, and legacies, or students who
were attending the same institution as a parent or sibling. Understanding that “affirmative action”
is most often used to describe the legal requirement to include historically excluded populations
in college selection pools, the authors used the term to describe all three populations in their
study to highlight the fact that minority students are not the only group to receive beneficial
consideration during the college admission process. They found that when legacy students had
lower average admission scores than their peers, lower grades were earned when in college, and
there was an increase in the likelihood that they would decide to leave before graduation; these
findings align with classification of legacy students as susceptible to stereotype threat. Massey
and Mooney (2007) also found that these results of lower performance in college were
exacerbated at institutions where there is a stronger commitment to legacy admission preference.
However, for schools where there was a strong commitment to minority admission preference,
minority students were actually more likely to persist. This finding suggests that institutions who
are committed to preferential admission policies may also provide additional support systems to
5

ensure success for those students who may be admitted with lower high school achievement than
their peers. These differences in student outcomes highlight the need for institutions to better
understand legacy students so that they can provide support more robust to this group.
Because of the potential for admission preference, legacy students may find themselves
confronted with a negative stereotype similar to those of marginalized groups. Namely, legacy
students may question whether they were admitted to an institution because of their belonging to
a particular group or because they deserved to attend, and may face negative reactions from their
peers or faculty about why they chose to attend, their attachment to the institution, or their
academic preparation. This level of self-doubt about being admitted based on their merits versus
family connections may lead to lower levels of self-efficacy (Bean & Eaton, 2002; Martin &
Spenner, 2009). Self-efficacy is defined as an individual’s perception of their abilities to perform
tasks or deal with certain situations (Bandura, 1986). For college students this can range from
their perceptions of their abilities in the classroom to their abilities to make meaningful
relationships and have an engaging social life.
Students’ beliefs regarding their abilities to perform well academically, the support of
family, peers and institutional faculty and staff, and their prior preparation for success shape how
students experience college. Bean and Eaton (2000, 2002) created a psychological model of
college student retention based on the understanding that students enter institutions with specific
personal characteristics: self-efficacy, normative beliefs, and past experiences. Their model
posits that interactions and assessments that students face on campus are circular and selffulfilling. Students’ entry characteristics and institutional loyalty influence self-efficacy and
engagement, with positive self-efficacy leading to improved grades. These improved grades can
affirm a student's integration into the campus community, potentially leading to greater academic
6

success and engagement in other areas of campus. Negative experiences and self-efficacy,
greatly impacted by stereotype threat, can lead to disassociation for students and a lack of
integration that can prove detrimental to the persistence of these students.
Research has shown that many legacy students not only enter institutions with lower high
school achievement and standardized test performance than their peers, but they also have less
human capital than their peers (Espenshade et al., 2004; Martin & Spenner, 2009; Massey &
Mooney, 2007). Human capital, as defined by Martin and Spenner (2009), is “the knowledge,
skills, health and values that people possess” (p. 626). For college students, academic and
intellectual skills, self-esteem, and academic effort contribute to their human capital Although
legacy students often have greater advantages than their peers in terms of opportunity, household
income, and access to cultural activities, studies have found that legacy students report lower
academic effort than their peers, have less confidence, possess less interest in their student
identity, and are more likely to leave the institution (Martin & Spenner, 2009; Massey &
Mooney, 2007). However, there is evidence that after their first college year, legacies start to
show similar academic achievement to their peers who also have parents with college degrees.
This finding could indicate that as students progress through their collegiate education, with
positive engagement experiences leading to a greater sense of connection with the campus
community and collegiate experience, they are able to overcome their human capital deficits,
placing greater emphasis on their academic efforts, and thus are more likely to persist to
graduation. This contrasts with other students who may struggle throughout college to overcome
the stereotypes associated with their identification. For those who have outward presentations of
their unique population affiliation (race, gender, active participation in religious or athletic
organizations), their identity is more easily identifiable by others which may lead to an increase
7

in awareness of the negative stereotype others hold about them. Because of this there may be a
higher likelihood that the stereotypes associated with their identities will be more prevalent
throughout their collegiate experience. For example, women (who are often easily identifiable)
are assumed to not excel in mathematics, and as they progress in science, technology,
engineering, and math (commonly referred to as STEM) might continue to find math challenging
as they face the stereotype of their gender and mathematics ability (Steele, 2011). Because
women cannot easily hide or separate from their gender identity, their stereotype follows them
throughout their collegiate experience.
It is possible, however, that legacies may be more likely to overcome the negative
stereotypes associated with their status, as their standing as a legacy student is an internal
identification and may become less a part of their identity as they progress through college.
Students develop throughout their college years and rely less on external affirmation of their
choices to more internal forms of self-authorship and identity construction (Astin, 1993; Kuh,
2002). Unless a legacy student discloses their status, there is no particular outward characteristic
to disclose this identity. As legacy status is strongly associated with admission, legacy students
may identify less with their status as they move further from the admission process and integrate
more fully into the institution.
Problem Statement
Integration into the campus community, both through engagement in academic pursuits
as well as through engagement outside the classroom, is essential to student development and
persistence to graduation. Engagement leads to greater integration into the campus community
and thus commitment and drive to persist (Astin, 1984, 1993; Bean & Eaton, 2000; Braxton et
al., 1995; Horn & Nunez, 2000; Tinto, 1975). Since positive self-efficacy leads to greater
8

integration and thus persistence and development at an institution (Bean & Eaton, 2002), it is
necessary to understand the relationship between legacy student self-efficacy and engagement so
that institutions can support legacy students, encouraging integration and persistence. Lower
levels of academic preparation and lack of persistence of legacy students (Massey & Mooney,
2007) points to the vulnerability of this group of students despite their historically privileged
status.
The legacy preference at colleges and universities has been the focus of past research
(e.g., Espenshade et al., 2004; Golden, 2006; Hurwitz, 2011; Martin & Spenner, 2009; Massey &
Mooney, 2007). However, much of this previous work has concentrated primarily on the
admissions benefit of having these students in entering classes, but has failed to address the
legacy student experience, their engagement on campus or their self-efficacy during their
collegiate years. Gaps exist in the research surrounding legacy students, with the primary focus
of other studies centered on quantifying the admission benefits legacy students receive. As
institutions seek to serve all students and ensure their persistence, it is necessary to understand
not only the preference that legacy students receive, but also how they engage with their
institution and how their self-efficacy and engagement shapes their collegiate experience. In
considering the experiences of selected legacy students, their self-efficacy and their engagement,
this study provides the opportunity to further understand how some legacy students experience
and understand stereotype threat and uncover in greater detail how the participants make sense of
their legacy privilege and the ways it affects their experiences.
Due to these gaps in relevant literature, this study explored the experiences, self-efficacy
beliefs, and perceptions of engagement (Astin, 1984, 1993; Bean & Eaton, 2002) of a group of
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traditionally aged undergraduate legacy students at a more selective public university. The
following were the specific research questions addressed in this study:
1.

How do selected legacy students describe their college experience?

2. How do selected legacy students perceive and describe their self-efficacy, including
changes (if any) to it?
3. How do selected legacy students perceive and describe their engagement, both in and
outside the classroom, and changes (if any) to it?
Literature Review Summary
The literature review in Chapter 2 highlights the history of legacy preference in America,
particularly its beginning as a mechanism to prevent certain populations of students, especially
Jews, from enrolling at prestigious universities in the 1920s (Karabel, 2005). Next, it reviews the
admission boost that legacy students often receive today, a preference that varies from institution
to institution. This literature highlights an emerging theme that legacy students, even those with
lower SAT scores than their peers, are more likely to be admitted (Avery et al., 2003; Bowen et
al., 2005; Espenshade et al., 2004; Hurwitz, 2011; Martin & Spenner, 2009; Massey & Mooney,
2007). The review also explores research showing that while legacy students often come from
privileged backgrounds, they are also likely to have lower academic performance than their peers
for a variety of reasons including less interest, lower self-esteem, and self-reporting less time
spent on academics (Martin & Spenner, 2009; Massey & Mooney, 2007).
Literature on self-efficacy and engagement are also reviewed. Engagement, defined as
“the amount of physical and psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic
experience” (Astin, 1984, p. 297), is considered of utmost importance to student persistence and
ultimate graduation from an institution (Astin, 1984; Tinto, 1975). Similarly, self-efficacy,
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defined as an individual’s perception of their abilities to perform tasks, is also critical to a
student’s ability to engage and persist to graduation (Bandura, 1986).
Finally, a conceptual framework is presented that utilizes Bean and Eaton’s (2002)
Psychological Model of College Student Retention, in which self-efficacy is defined using
Bandura’s (1986) self-efficacy theory, and engagement is defined using Astin’s (1984) Student
Involvement Theory. Bean and Eaton’s (2002) model supports the understanding that persistence
is impacted by a student’s psychological decisions related to institutional loyalty, self-efficacy,
engagement, and the characteristics that each individual student brings with them to campus.
This conceptual framework, in looking at the relationships between various factors that relate to
legacy students, guided the methods and interpretation of data generated.
Methods Summary
This study used a phenomenological approach to understand the lived experiences of a
group of legacy students, and how those legacy students perceive their status, self-efficacy, and
engagement to influence their college experience. Since much of the prior research has focused
on more selective, private institutions, to contribute to the literature, this study was conducted at
a more selective, public university. A total of 15 participants engaged in two individual
interviews (initial and final) each and completed an online survey. The survey included both the
College Self-Efficacy Inventory (Solberg et al., 1993), and questions from the The 2018 College
Student Report (National Survey of Student Engagement [NSSE], 2018). One participant
engaged in only the initial interview and completed the same online survey as other participants.
Interviews were transcribed and constant comparison analysis was used to determine themes
contributing to the study findings. Incentives were provided to students who participated in all
phases of data generation. Additionally, analysis of available institutional documentation related
11

to legacy students occurred to provide information about how the institution marketed to legacy
students and to build a context to understand the descriptions of institutional events by
participants during their interviews. All appropriate steps were taken to ensure the study was
conducted in an ethical manner.
Significance of the Study
This study attempted to address the gap in research about legacy student success, selfefficacy, and engagement after admission to an institution. As the national narrative about
privilege in college admission shifts, and institutions seek to promote access and diversity among
their student body, while also ensuring student persistence and ultimately graduation (U.S.
Department of Education, 2016), it is important to examine the legacy student experience and the
relationship between legacy status, self-efficacy, and engagement. Understanding how legacy
students perceive their legacy status, self-efficacy and engagement and the role of each in their
collegiate experience can provide insight regarding their persistence to graduation.
Massey and Mooney’s (2007) work highlighted that even those with privilege are
susceptible to stereotype threat and its negative impacts. This study sought to explore the
perceptions of selected legacy students who understand that they may have received an
admission preference based on their familial connections. Because faculty and student peers may
stigmatize students whom they perceive receive special treatment or who have some aspect of
privilege (Tucker et al., 2016), it is important to understand better the legacy student experience.
Findings from this study can help faculty and student life administrators gain a greater
understanding of how to support students both in and outside of the classroom who are or may
perceive themselves to be less prepared for success than their peers, and students may recognize
ways to overcome stereotype threat and more fully engage in their collegiate experience. Finally,
12

this study also provided the opportunity for the student participants to think critically about the
factors that influence their collegiate experience and to reflect on how their legacy status
influenced their college experience.
Definitions of Terms
The three primary constructs in this study are self-efficacy, student engagement, and
stereotype threat. The following definitions are also central to understanding what was measured
and interpreted in this study.
Legacy Student. For this study, legacy student is defined as a collegiate student who
attends the same institution as a sibling, or one or both of his or her parents.
More Selective University. A more selective university is defined as an institution where
75% of admitted students achieved a score of greater than 21 on the ACT (SAT scores are
converted to ACT scores for this measure). Institutions that are considered more selective make
up the 80th to 100th percentile of selectivity among all 4-year institutions (Carnegie Foundation
for the Advancement of Teaching, 2018).
Self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is defined as an individual’s perception of their abilities to
perform tasks or deal with certain situations (Bandura, 1986).
Stereotype Threat. For this study, stereotype threat is defined as the “risk of confirming,
as self-characteristic, a negative stereotype about one’s group” (Steele & Aronson, 1995, p. 797).
Student Engagement. For this study, student engagement is defined as the extent to
which students engage (contributing both time and energy) in empirically confirmed best
educational practices. Utilizing previous research on college student development that continues
to show that students who are actively engaged both inside and outside the classroom are most
successful in learning and development, the College Student Report (2018) measures the
13

following four engagement themes: (a) level of academic challenge, (b) learning with peers, (c)
experiences with faculty, and (d) campus environment.
Summary
The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of the perceptions of a group
of legacy students regarding their experiences at a public, more selective institution. Chapter 2
provides a literature review of the history of legacy preference, legacy student achievement,
college choice, persistence, engagement, and self-efficacy. Chapter 3 reviews the study design,
research context, and the process for data generation and analysis. Chapter 4 includes an analysis
of data generated, and Chapter 5 provides an interpretation of the findings, implications for
practice, and suggestions for future research.
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE
The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of the perceptions of a group
of legacy students regarding their experiences at a public, more selective institution. Other
research on legacy preference at colleges and universities focused primarily on the admissions
benefit legacies receive; however, little research on the self-efficacy and engagement of students
after they matriculate at their legacy institution exists (Espenshade et al., 2004; Golden, 2006;
Hurwitz, 2011; Martin & Spenner, 2009; Massey & Mooney, 2007). As self-efficacy impacts
engagement and knowing that engagement is critical for persistence, it is essential to understand
the experiences and perceptions of legacy students after they are admitted. In increasing this
understanding, institutions will be better situated to support this student population and thus
support their persistence to graduation.
This literature review explores topics that are central to this study’s research questions.
First, I review the history of legacy students in the United States. Next, the current research
regarding admissions preference is presented, which specifically highlights the gap in the study
of legacy student success. Because student engagement has been shown to be vital to student
development (Astin, 1993; Kuh, 2002; Pace, 1980; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005), research
on engagement theory is summarized. Finally, this chapter summarizes how the intersection of
the literature reviewed helps to understand the experiences of legacy students. I also present a
conceptual model for examining legacy student self-efficacy and engagement.
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Legacy Students in Higher Education
Research on legacy students in higher education has focused primarily on the history of
legacy preference and the admissions benefit that legacy students receive. I first provide an
overview of the historical context of legacy preference from its inception in the early 20th
century to the present. I then discuss the research on legacy admission preference and their
academic performance. Finally, I review the literature on college choice and privilege.
Historical Context
Legacy preference in the college admission process emerged in the early 1900s. As
prestigious colleges and universities changed admission standards to serve a larger portion of
society, institutions saw a drastic increase in applications from highly educated Jewish
immigrants (Karabel, 2005). To offset what was seen as an unfavorable influx of Jewish
immigrant applications during a rise in anti-Semitism on college campuses, institutions
responded with what became known as the legacy preference, an admission edge given to
children of alumni (Schmidt, 2010). Dartmouth College, one of the first universities to respond
to the increase in Jewish applications and enrollment, announced in an official statement that
they encouraged the admission of “all properly qualified sons of Dartmouth alumni” (Levine,
1988, p. 142). Other colleges soon followed Dartmouth, with Princeton claiming in 1922 that
they had solved their “Jewish problem” (Karabel, 2005, p. 76). In providing this legacy
preference, institutions were able to populate incoming classes with students from families that
were perceived as prestigious and exclude those students who were unwanted based on religion
and immigration background. This move, in conjunction with other actions intended to control
the makeup of a student body, such as sharp increases in tuition, review of character, and asking
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for submission of photographs to be considered for admission, enabled institutions to perpetuate
the student norm as that of White, male, and wealthy (Schmidt, 2010).
During the Great Depression, colleges began to rely heavily on alumni donations to
ensure their survival (Schmidt, 2010). To encourage contributions and continue familial ties to
their institutions, universities continued to rely heavily on legacy preferences. In 1932, 30% of
Yale’s entering class were legacy students, up from 13% in 1920 (Karabel, 2005; Synnott, 2010).
By promoting the preferred admission of the children of alumni, schools believed they could
count on donations to continue from wealthy alumni, and thus ensure their future existence,
particularly as enrollment declined during World War II. Similar challenges continue to arise
today as smaller colleges struggle to remain open due to financial hardship and dwindling
enrollment (Busta, 2019). When these institutions are able to remain open, it is often due to
incredible financial support generated through alumni (Selingo, 2015).
In the aftermath of World War II, the landscape of higher education changed, particularly
as the G.I. Bill of Rights of 1944 expanded access to institutions across the country. While
institutions were flooded with applications from soldiers returned from the war, selective
institutions became more exclusive by raising admission standards and focusing on prestige
rather than access. The 1960s saw various institutions such as Harvard and Princeton debate the
merit of legacy preference, but in the end, these institutions decided to continue their admission
policies under pressure from alumni (Schmidt, 2010).
The 1970s witnessed an increase in the diversity of applicants due to changing social
norms and the breakdown of formal racial and gender exclusivity. However, legacy admissions
continued to retain a stronghold in elite universities. As state budget cuts limited higher
education resources, maintaining alumni financial support became crucial to institutions.
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Throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and early 2000s legacy populations continued to make up a
sizeable portion of college enrollments, as evidenced by self-reported data among the top 75
universities in the U.S. News & World Report (2007) in which all but one of these institutions
noted legacy preferences. Similarly, among the top 100 ranked liberal arts colleges, only one
explicitly stated that it did not have legacy preferences, whereas 60 reported favoring legacies
(Shadowen et al., 2009). Today legacy admission preferences continue at many institutions under
the assumption that due to familial ties, families will continue to donate, and that students will
enroll and remain committed to the institution and the traditions familiar to them through their
families (Thomas & Shepard, 2003). What remains unknown is how legacy students fare once
admitted to the university or college.
Legacy Admission Preference
Colleges and universities are under increasing pressure to meet enrollment targets as
declining high school graduation rates create more competition in admission (Seltzer, 2016). Yet,
concurrently there is also a pressure to maintain prestige, which is often displayed through
admission numbers reflecting an increased number of applications that build a competitive pool
and result in lower admission rates. These factors all play a role in the determination of national
rankings (U.S. News & World Report, 2018). As legacy students are more likely than other
applicant pools to enroll once accepted, it is beneficial to institutions to admit legacies to boost
their yield rates and thus ensure continued funding and institutional survival (Bowen et al.,
2005). To ensure prestige is not impacted, legacies are often admitted in much higher numbers
than their peers, typically at two to five times the overall rate (Golden, 2010). This practice
enables institutions to ensure high yield rates while also maintaining their prestige through lower
overall admission rates.
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In order to increase these yield rates, research shows that legacies are often provided with
a boost to their application that enables those who are less competitive to be as competitive as
other applicants in the pool (Avery et al., 2003; Bowen et al., 2005; Espenshade et al., 2004;
Hurwitz, 2011; Martin & Spenner, 2009; Massey & Mooney, 2007). One study suggested that
legacy students are twice as likely to be accepted at an institution as non-legacies. This increase
in likelihood of acceptance is equivalent to approximately 160 SAT points (based on the 1600point exam) added to a student’s raw SAT score (Espenshade et al., 2004). Importantly,
Espenshade and colleagues (2004) found that preference for legacy students is contingent upon
the individual admissions officer and the institutional objectives that admissions officer are
trying to meet in the creation of the entering class. Thus, the weight of legacy privilege may vary
even within a single institution. Similarly, Bowen et al. (2005) found that based on SAT scores,
an applicant who might otherwise have a 40% chance of admission at an institution, would have
a 60% chance if they were a legacy student. Additionally, applying early decision or early action
also provides an increased likelihood of acceptance for legacy students at rates of 50%–70%
relative to non-legacy applicants (Avery et al., 2003).
Supporting a portrait of special privileges bestowed on legacy students, a study at one
elite institution found that 44% of legacy students, making up 20.4% of the entire student body,
had lower SAT scores than the institutional average (Martin & Spenner, 2009). Additionally, due
to public scrutiny of government funding, the type of institution (public or private) plays a role in
the advantage for legacy students; private institutions provide an advantage of about 21% points
for legacy students, compared with an advantage of 5.5% points at public institutions (Bowen et
al., 2005). The fact that legacy students receive a boost at all in public institutions underscores
the ways in which this group of applicants is set apart from their peers. Yet existing research
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neglects to study how legacy students, particularly at public institutions, engage once they are
admitted.
Legacy Student Academic Performance
Academic performance for students during their first year in college is impacted by high
school performance, standardized test performance, and human capital. Human capital consists
of academic and intellectual skills, self-esteem, and academic effort (Martin & Spenner, 2009).
Although legacy students often come from a place of more advantage and privilege than their
peers in terms of opportunity, household income, and access to cultural activities, Martin and
Spenner (2009) found that legacy students had lower levels of high school achievement, less
academic confidence, less interest in their student identity, and less human capital than their nonlegacy peers. These findings are supported by Massey and Mooney’s (2007) study on stereotype
threat which found that among preference groups (e.g., minorities, athletes, legacies), when a
student entered the institution with lower average SAT scores than their peers, a student was
more likely to leave school, have lower grades, or self-report lower academic effort than their
peers. This lack of confidence and interest could be due to stereotype threat, with legacy students
internalizing the negative stereotype that they perceive about themselves and thus rationalize
their poor performance through lack of effort, not their legacy status (Massey & Mooney, 2007;
Steele & Aronson, 1995).
Even though legacy students tend eventually to close the academic gap between
themselves and other students throughout their collegiate career at an institution (Martin &
Spenner, 2009), the difference in academic performance in their first year is crucial to note as it
is often during the first year that students decide to leave an institution (National Student
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Clearinghouse, 2014). The influence of academic performance on a legacy student’s self-efficacy
is important to understand, especially given the contributions of self-efficacy on persistence.
Legacy Student Experiences
Very few research studies have looked in-depth at the experiences of legacy students.
Those that do exist however, found that while legacy students often initially downplay the
familial connection to the institution, their experiences and decisions throughout their collegiate
experience indicate their legacy status plays a significant role (Arendt, 2008; Warshaw, 2010;
Warshaw et al., 2017). One study found that legacy status, coupled with the denominational
tradition found at the religious institution those students attended, positively impacted student
persistence and retention (Arendt, 2008). Even though students indicated that they did not feel
pressure to attend the same institution as their family members, the familiarity with the college
prior to enrolling, helped them to feel more comfortable as they transitioned to collegiate life
(Arendt, 2008; Warshaw, 2010). Another study found that students sought to distance themselves
from the family connection their legacy status granted, yet still perceived that they were
following in their family’s footsteps as they pursued similar majors to their parents or
participated in similar organizations and extracurricular activities (Warshaw et al., 2017). These
findings highlight a need for further study surrounding legacy student perceptions of their status,
as well as research into their engagement and how their status and engagement affects their
perceptions of their collegiate experience.
Interviews with legacy students highlight the pressure that legacies feel during the
admission process to be admitted to their parent’s or sibling’s alma matter followed a sense of
self-doubt if they are admitted, as to whether or not they would have received admission without
the legacy connection (Golden, 2006). This perception reinforces the notion that legacy students
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might feel a sense of marginalization on campus, despite their assumed privilege. Once on
campus, legacies indicate a desire to join traditional organizations, such as fraternities, sororities,
or social clubs, or focus on traditional rites of passage that make up the social life of the
university. In participating in such traditions, or joining these organizations, legacy students not
only self-segregate into traditionally White organizations but also are able to keep ties to the
collegiate experiences and traditions of their parents and other family members (Golden, 2006;
Whipple et al., 2015). However, these anecdotal findings are not based on a research study, thus
further inquiry is necessary to better understand aspects of the legacy student experience.
The lack of literature focused on the legacy student experience, highlights the need for
further inquiry into how this population perceives their collegiate experience. If institutions
intend to serve the entirety of their student body and provide the needed resources for their
success and persistence, it is necessary to look closely at legacy student perceptions, which have
been largely left out of the narrative.
Privilege and College Choice
College choice is a direct indicator of student success and achievement (Perna & Thomas,
2006). However, research shows that students who come from families with low incomes are less
likely to graduate from college, or even to take the necessary steps to apply to college
(Fitzgerald, 2004). Similarly, students from low-income families who do attend college are more
likely to enroll at a public 2-year institution than at private 4-year or public 4-year institutions
(Baum & Payea, 2004). Understanding that students’ educational decisions, particularly as they
relate to college choice, are greatly impacted by their habitus (demographics, family background,
human capital) as well as resources, it is important to examine legacy students who typically
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come from a background of privilege, both in terms of financial resources and parental
experience with higher education (Perna, 2006).
Perna (2006) created a model of college choice that had several layers identified that
shape an individual’s college choice decisions. The first layer, habitus, consists of demographic
characteristic, cultural capital, and social capital. The second layer, school and community
context, reflects the resources and support an individual receives that aid or restrict college
choice. The third layer, higher education context, reflects the role colleges and universities play
in a student’s college choice in terms of marketing, location, and the way institutional
characteristics align with a student’s desires. The fourth layer, social, economic, and policy
context, recognizes the social forces, economic conditions, and policies that play a role in the
greater world and thus affect college choice.
For legacy students, their choice may be greatly impacted by all four layers of Perna’s
(2006) model. Since legacy students are typically from higher socio-economic backgrounds and
have at least one parent who graduated from college, they have the social capital and cultural
capital that will prepare and encourage them towards particular institutions (Schmidt, 2010).
These students are also likely to receive more support from teachers and counselors in terms of
preparation for college and assistance in the application process. Colleges and universities
market directly to legacy students, encouraging them to continue the family tradition at their
institution. Finally, public policy does not impede legacy preference; to date there is only one
legal case against legacy preference, with the legal opinion that legacy preference could be
upheld (Rosenstock v. Board of Governors of University of North Carolina, 1976).
Legacy students may respond to many factors not only encouraging their decision to
attend college, but also perhaps to attend a particular college. With legacy students coming from
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primarily White, privileged socio-economic backgrounds (Schmidt, 2010), this population is
already poised to find greater success because of their familial background and the influence of
their parents, schools, and institutions of higher education on their college choices (Chetty et al.,
2014). However, it is necessary to dive deeper into how legacy students interact and engage with
their college or university once they have made their decision to attend. With all of the resources
and support available to legacy students, how are they perceiving their self-efficacy,
engagement, and collegiate experience?
Parenting
For legacy students, there is a direct connection between their parent’s educational
experience and their own. As Perna’s (2006) model indicates, a student’s educational decisions
are impacted by their family background. A parent, through the way they engage with their child
has the potential to greatly impact their child’s decisions and thus the trajectory of their
educational experience. Parenting style can play an influential role in how a child perceives the
connection between their educational experience and their parents and the decisions they make
about their own experience. Baumrind’s (1966) definitions of parenting styles—authoritarian,
permissive, and authoritative—are widely accepted standards used to describe parenting
approaches and styles, particularly as it relates to college student development.
Authoritarian parenting is identified by parents who exert control over their children’s
behaviors and actions (Baumrind, 1966). Parents who are authoritarian often place strict
expectations on their children, are restrictive in what is allowed, and offer little support to help
their child meet those expectations. Authoritarian parents are often emotionally distant and
family relationships lack warmth. Children who experience authoritarian parenting styles often
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report low levels of emotional well-being, greater fear of failure, and poor relationships with
their parents (Love & Thomas, 2014; G. J. Smith, 2006; Wintre & Yaffe, 2000).
In contrast, permissive parents place few, if any, restrictions on their children and are not
likely to set expectations. They embrace their children’s impulses and desires without placing
external controls on their actions (Baumrind, 1966). Children raised by permissive parents report
lower self-efficacy while also exhibiting less test anxiety and fear of failure than children who
experience other parenting styles (Love & Thomas, 2014; G. J. Smith, 2006). Because of the
relationship between self-efficacy and engagement, this lower self-efficacy in college has the
potential to lead to lower levels of engagement.
Authoritative parents balance between the authoritarian and permissive styles—setting
expectations but providing freedom and trust. Children of authoritative parents are better able to
develop their problem-solving and decision-making skills in a family that provides emotional
and functional support (Baumrind, 1966). These children are also more likely to report greater
levels of academic success, emotional adjustment, and higher self-efficacy (Love & Thomas,
2014; G. J. Smith, 2006; Turner et al., 2009; Wintre & Yaffe, 2000).
A final parenting style that has become more prevalent in dialogue in recent years is
helicopter parenting. Helicopter parenting describes “overly involved and protective parents who
constantly communicate with their children, intervene in their children’s affairs…and remove
obstacles their children encounter” (Odenwell et al., 2014, p. 408).
Although legacy students are often from more privileged backgrounds in terms of race
and socio-economic status (Schmidt, 2010), the parenting style they are raised with also has the
potential to impact their academic success, integration, and self-efficacy once on campus. As
legacy students already have a close tie to their parents through their collegiate institution, it is
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important to also understand the role their parents’ parenting style may have had in their college
choice, their self-efficacy on campus, the ways they choose to engage both inside and outside of
the classroom, and their perceptions of themselves as legacy students.
Persistence and Engagement
Student persistence in higher education has been a focus of research for many years
(Alexander & Gardner, 2009; Astin, 1984; Bean & Eaton, 2000; Braxton et al., 1995; Tinto
1975; Strauss & Volkwein, 2004). Persistence is defined as “the enrollment of individuals over
time that may or may not be continuous and may or may not result in degree completion” (Tinto
& Pusser, 2006, p. 1). Longitudinal research has shown that social and academic integration,
personal and family aspirations, and background characteristics with which students enter an
institution are strongly associated with student persistence and degree completion (Astin, 1993;
Braxton et al., 1995; Horn & Nunez, 2000; Tinto, 1975). However, research has also found that
specifically for legacy students, the stronger the commitment to legacy admissions by the
institution, the greater the chance that a legacy student will leave that institution (Massey &
Mooney, 2007). This contrasts starkly with the assumption that students should feel more
connected to their institution given their familial ties. What remains unknown is how the legacy
students’ self-efficacy contributes to their persistence and engagement.
Tinto (1975), a seminal theorist on student persistence, first posited reasons students
leave college. His research led to the development of a dropout model, which defined individual
student characteristics and institutional characteristics that influence student persistence. Tinto’s
(1975) model suggested that family background, pre-college schooling, sex or gender, race,
ability, as well as other experiences prior to enrollment had both direct and indirect impacts upon
a student’s performance and ultimate persistence. Since legacy students often come from
26

backgrounds that would indicate greater collegiate success and persistence to graduation,
improving understanding of legacy engagement and self-efficacy can provide valuable
information to practitioners who wish to bridge the divide between the experiences students
bring to campus and their lived experiences on campus. What remains unknown is if legacy
students react to stereotype threat due to their legacy status by having lower levels of selfefficacy.
A report issued in 1984 found that of three factors—assessment and feedback, high
expectations, and student involvement—student involvement was the most important factor in
student development and achievement in college (Schroeder, 1996). Research over the last few
decades affirms this statement, that engagement, both inside and outside the classroom,
correlates with student success and development, persistence, and academic achievement (Astin,
1984, 1993; Chickering & Gamson, 1987; Kuh, 2008; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Much of
this research concludes that all students benefit from engagement, regardless of background.
However, data highlights that students susceptible to stereotype threat, particularly minorities
and low SES students, may encounter more impediments, both institutional and personal, that
may lead to disengagement and lower persistence (Allen, 1985; Sirin, 2005).
In the last decade, the Association of American Colleges & Universities, outlined 11
high-impact practices that increase student retention and engagement—first-year experiences,
common intellectual experiences, learning communities, writing-intensive courses, collaborative
assignments and projects, undergraduate research, diversity/global learning, ePortfolios, service
learning or community-based learning, internships, and capstone courses or projects (Kuh,
2008). When students devote time and effort to these presented opportunities at their institution,
they positively influence their overall learning experience.
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Astin’s Student Involvement Theory
Research on persistence, which built on Tinto’s (1975) original model, recognizes the
importance of engagement and involvement of students with the campus environment. In 1984,
Astin sought to propose a streamlined student development theory. His Student Involvement
Theory argues that student involvement is critical to student development and persistence, a
finding confirmed by later research (Kuh, 2008). This involvement encompasses both academic
pursuits as well as involvement outside the classroom and was defined as “the amount of
physical and psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic experience” (Astin,
1984, p. 297). Astin (1984) defined a highly involved student as one who studies regularly,
participates in organizations and clubs, is present on campus, and seeks out interactions with
their faculty and peers. However, some research studies concluded that legacy students are less
likely to study or put in academic effort as their peers (Martin & Spenner, 2009; Massey &
Mooney, 2007).
Involvement is contingent upon behavior, and not intention. Thus, a student is only
considered “involved” if they behave in a way that is identified as involvement, rather than
simply showing an intention to be involved (Astin, 1984, p. 297). As such, it is how a student
actually behaves that is most critical to defining their involvement, not how they feel. In a
longitudinal study, this involvement, particularly involvement in extracurricular activities, was
shown to reduce the likelihood of dropout and increase student persistence (Astin, 1975). The
following are the five basic postulates of Astin’s (1984) involvement theory:
1.

Involvement refers to the investment of physical and psychological energy in various
objects. The objects may be highly generalized (the student experience) or highly
specific (preparing for a chemistry exam).
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2. Regardless of its object (group, focus of attention, decisions about where and how to
spend their time), involvement occurs along a continuum; that is, different students
manifest different degrees of involvement in a given object, and the same student
manifests different degrees of involvement in different objects at different times.
3. Involvement has both quantitative and qualitative features. The extent of a student’s
involvement in academic work, for instance, can be measured quantitatively (how
many hours the student spends studying) and qualitatively (whether the student
reviews and comprehends reading assignments or simply stares at the textbook and
daydreams).
4. The amount of student learning and personal development associated with any
educational program is directly proportional to the quality of student involvement in
that program.
5. The effectiveness of any educational policy or practice is directly related to the
capacity of that policy or practice to increase student involvement. (p. 298)
Even though Astin’s (1984) theory has contributed a great deal to research on student
involvement on a large scale, what remains unknown is how involvement theory relates to the
sub-group of legacy students and their level of involvement during college given their family
history.
The National Survey of Student Engagement
In 1998, the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) was established through a
grant from the Pew Charitable Trusts to assess student engagement (Kuh, 2002). Annually,
NSSE surveys college students at colleges and universities in an effort to help institutions
identify areas of strength and growth across campus. The College Student Report, NSSE’s
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instrument, utilizes previous research on college student development that continues to show that
students who are actively engaged both inside and outside the classroom are more successful in
learning and individual development. Thus, more engagement links to higher levels of
persistence and student completion.
The NSSE (2018) results focus on four themes of engagement:
1.

Academic Challenge: Challenging intellectual and creative work is central to student
learning and collegiate equality. Colleges and universities promote high levels of
student achievement by emphasizing the importance of academic effort and setting
high expectations for student performance.

2. Learning with Peers: Collaborating with others in solving problems or mastering
difficult material prepares students for the problems they will encounter daily during
and after college. Additionally, by interacting and learning with others from diverse
backgrounds, students are prepared for civic engagement in a diverse world.
3. Experiences with Faculty: Students see first-hand how experts think about and solve
practical problems by interacting with faculty members inside and outside the
classroom.
4. Campus Environment: Students perform better and are more satisfied at colleges that
are committed to their success and cultivate positive working and social relations
among different groups on campus.
By developing and offering an instrument that provides valid, reliable, rich data about
undergraduate engagement, NSSE (2010) presents a framework for understanding student’s
experiences and provides the tools to help administrators improve student success and
persistence. However, while The College Student Report explores demographic data and
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identifies students who might receive admission preferences (e.g., minorities and college
athletes), no information is provided that would allow institutions or administrators to understand
the experiences of legacy students. With various studies showing both positive and negative
impacts of legacy status on student retention, persistence, and engagement, as the leading
instrument in the field of student development, it would be useful to include legacy status in The
College Student Report (Arendt, 2008; Bowen et al., 2005; Marra, 2006). Thus, further research
is needed to understand if this particular student population experiences college engagement
differently than their peers, so that administrators may better serve them.
The NSSE is a widely respected instrument used by institutions to identify areas of
strength and weakness in the experiences of college undergraduates and by prospective college
students, parents, and other stakeholders to better understand the experiences of students at
particular institutions. However, as with all instruments, there are critiques of its usefulness and
validity, in particular critiques that raise questions about the ways in which data collected from
the NSSE are interpreted and utilized.
In an age in which assessment and evaluation are hallmarks of institutions, surveys of
students are the most popular and largest data sources (Porter, 2011). However, existing research
calls into question whether or not institutions can rely on students to accurately self-report their
habits or even to report their habits using the same benchmarks (Garry et al., 2002; Kuncel et al.,
2005; Pace & Friedlander, 1982; Thompson, 1982). Even though students are more likely to
recall distinctive or unique events than those occurring frequently or considered typical or
mundane (Garry et al., 2002), their ability to recall even unique events fades after several weeks
(Thompson, 1982). In asking students to self-report the frequency of classroom activities that are
not distinctive—or asking students to summarize the total of their semester, year, or collegiate
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experience—researchers run the risk of obtaining inaccurate information that vastly over or
underestimates student engagement.
Other research has highlighted the challenge that every individual interprets response
options differently. When responses are provided, such as with the NSSE, of occasionally, often,
and very often, without quantifiers indicating what is meant by each category, the validity of the
measure is called into question (Pace & Freidlander, 1982). When one student considers
occasionally to mean several times a year, and another considers it to mean several times a
month, researchers are left with data that is difficult to interpret and does not accurately reflect
the frequency with which students engage in an activity.
In addition to concerns about the validity of student responses, Campbell and Cabrera
(2011) questioned whether the benchmarks identified in the NSSE effectively predict relevant
student outcomes. In a study conducted at a large, public, research-extensive university,
Campbell and Cabrera (2011) found that only one of the benchmarks had a significant effect on
cumulative GPA and that there was substantial overlap between three of the benchmarks, calling
into question the ability of each individual benchmark to predict a distinct dimension of student
engagement. While their study was only conducted at a single university, it affirmed similar
results found in samples across multiple institutions (Carini et al., 2006; Pascarella et al., 2010).
Thus, even though the NSSE is useful in terms of collecting large amounts of data on significant
portions of the student body, there are shortcomings in its predictive validity.
A final critique comes in the form of a review of the Community College Survey of
Student Engagement (CCSSE), a survey similar to NSEE that utilizes identical or similar
benchmarks but with application in a community college context. A review of the CCSSE by
Nora et al. (2011) acknowledges the benefits of the holistic view of student engagement that the
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CCSSE provides, but the authors take issue with the lack of distinction between active and
passive engagement. As Astin (1984) articulated, “student involvement refers to the amount of
physical and psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic experience” (p. 518).
Nora and colleagues (2011) argued that the CCSSE fails to capture the attitudinal aspects of
engagement, which are critical to a student’s decisions and ultimate success in college. They
propose that the CCSSE incorporate additional measures the help identify “students’ mental or
psychological engagement” so that institutions can make decisions and evaluations of their
effectiveness with a more holistic view of the motivations and psychological engagement of
students (p. 126).
Highlighted in all critiques, is the idea that while a useful tool, the NSSE cannot be relied
upon to provide the most accurate and holistic representation of student engagement. To
understand fully the motivations of students, the actual extent of their engagement, or the
perceived impact of various activities on their success, it is necessary to probe beyond the survey
itself. With these concerns in mind, this study sought not to use data collected using the NSSE to
quantify student engagement, but rather as a tool to aid data generation regarding engagement in
the interview process. By discussing legacy student engagement in detail during interviewing
and reviewing their answers to the survey, I was able to highlight potential discrepancies in their
perceptions and ask probing questions to further understand the extent of and perceptions of their
engagement and the role it plays in their collegiate experience and success.
Self-Efficacy Theory
The construct of self-efficacy is founded on Bandura’s (1977) argument that every
individual has beliefs about their ability to exercise control over their own lives. Self-efficacy
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theory recognizes that individuals’ perception of their abilities to perform tasks or deal with
certain situations influences their motivation and subsequent behavior (Bandura, 1986).
According to Bandura (1977, 1997), self-efficacy is impacted by five sources:
performance, accomplishments, vicarious learning, social persuasion, and emotional arousal.
Performance accomplishment focuses on past behaviors or experiences in performing tasks or
behaviors. If a student believes they are competent, based on previous experience, they are more
likely to persist in their efforts and ultimately to reach their desired outcomes. Vicarious learning
occurs when an individual observes and learns from how others behave, and social persuasion is
reflected in situations where others provide reinforcement for behavior, and thus an individual
has higher self-efficacy for that behavior. Once a student arrives on campus, their assessment of
their self-efficacy continues as they consider the institutional environment, receive feedback
from the institution, and perceive the modeling of other key individuals in their lives. Finally,
emotional arousal takes into consideration emotional and mental information that influences
behavior such as an individual’s ability to cope with stress, their mental health and physical wellbeing.
Prior to, and throughout their collegiate experience, students are making assessments
based on these four sources of information about their ability to successfully tackle various tasks
(Bandura, 1986). Students also make personal assessments based on peer references, with
students considering their relative rank among classmates or making direct comparisons of their
own abilities with their perceptions of the abilities of their peers (Bandura, 1977). It is important
to note, because individuals are continually re-evaluating and assessing their capabilities, selfefficacy beliefs are not stable and can vary in strength as individuals evaluate new information
(Bandura, 1986).
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Individuals who make positive assessments of their abilities are hypothesized to put in
greater effort and persist when they encounter challenges, as opposed to those who make
negative assessments of their abilities and doubt their capability to succeed (Schunk, 1991).
Thus, college students who believe they are capable of achieving a certain level of success are
more likely to devote time and energy towards meeting their achievement goals. What remains
unknown is if legacy students begin college questioning their ability to succeed, and how their
initial conceptions of self-efficacy ultimately influence their achievements.
At the same time, self-efficacy is also considered independent of an individual’s
subjective or objective skill. For example, a student who believes himself capable of making
friends with his hall mates can be said to have self-efficacy for relationship development. This
self-efficacy is independent of whether the student is actually capable of making friends.
However, this perceived self-efficacy may lead to increased motivation to make friends, the
development of positive relationships, and thus, increased self-efficacy. Self-efficacy may also
vary based on a student’s attribution to effort and ability (Bandura, 1986). To increase their selfefficacy, students must experience success from skill rather than luck. Similarly, by excelling at
more challenging tasks, self-efficacy will improve because of the value placed on more advanced
skills.
Self-efficacy and Academic Success
Statistically significant relationships have been found between a student’s self-efficacy
beliefs and their academic performance (Gore, 2006; Lent et al., 1986; Multon et al., 1991).
Students with positive self-efficacy perform better academically and are more likely to persist in
their academic pursuits. However, if negative assessments occur, leading to negative selfefficacy, the experience can lead to disassociation for students (Bean & Eaton, 2002).
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A number of studies have identified three aspects of self-efficacy that have the greatest
impact on academic success: self-regulatory efficacy, academic self-efficacy, and social selfefficacy (Klassen et al., 2008; Majer, 2009; Zajacova et al., 2005; Zimmerman, 1995). Selfregulatory efficacy refers to students’ belief of their capability of managing academic demands.
Low self-regulatory efficacy may lead to increased academic anxiety and thus low learning
motivation (Zimmerman, 1995). A study of 456 undergraduate students indicated that selfregulatory efficacy was the most predictive variable of lower procrastination tendencies (Klassen
et al., 2008). These procrastination tendencies can ultimately lead to poor grades and lower
academic performance, negatively impacting a student’s assessment of their ability or desire to
engage with their institution.
Academic self-efficacy refers to “personal judgements of one’s capability or organize and
execute courses of action to attain designated types of educational performance” (Zimmerman,
1995, p. 203). Majer (2009) investigated the impact of academic self-efficacy, finding a positive
significant relationship between academic self-efficacy and cumulative GPAs. Other studies
have found that academic self-efficacy is strongly associated with academic performance and
adjustment in the first year of college (Chemers et al., 2001). Academic self-efficacy, rather than
academic stress, is a more reliable predictor of academic performance (Zajacova et al., 2005).
These findings reinforce the understanding that positive academic self-efficacy is critical not
only to academic achievement, but also to the ability of students to adjust and integrate
themselves into the campus community. When students have high levels of academic selfefficacy, they are able to overcome other forms of academic stress. Studies have shown that
students from underrepresented racial populations and first-generation college students
experience significantly lower academic self-efficacy than their peers (Wang & Castaneda36

Sound, 2008). Even though we know that legacy students may enter college without strong levels
of academic self-efficacy (Martin & Spenner, 2009; Massey & Mooney, 2007), it is unknown
how they assess their self-efficacy after they enter. Thus, is it important to understand better how
their assessments of self-efficacy and how they note this contributes to their college experience.
Social self-efficacy also affects academic success (Bandura et al., 2001). Social selfefficacy refers to students’ beliefs of their ability to engage in social situations and maintain
relationships (Sherer & Adams, 1983; H. M. Smith & Betz, 2000). Researchers have found that
positive social self-efficacy indirectly affects academic pursuits and achievement (Bandura et al.,
2001; Ferrari & Parker, 1992; Patrick et al., 1997). Social self-efficacy also significantly impacts
first-year transitions and persistence with positive social self-efficacy linked to greater
confidence in the transition to college and higher intention to persist to graduation (Patterson &
O’Brien, 1997).
Research on student athletes of color found a positive correlation between academic selfefficacy and social self-efficacy, indicating that as academic self-efficacy increases for this
population, so too does their social self-efficacy (Ayiku, 2005). Students’ perceptions of their
abilities to make friends and connect with others socially provides an important variable in
student engagement, academic success, and persistence, as well as in understanding how students
make meaning of their collegiate experience. Although research exists focused on the
connections between social self-efficacy and academic success and persistence for all college
students and some unique student populations, legacy students have been left out of prior studies.
By looking more closely at perceptions of self-efficacy of legacy students, I hope to fill this gap
to further understanding of the role self-efficacy plays for this population.
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Social skills also play a critical role in a student’s ability to engage with their institution,
and this type of engagement plays a vital role in academic achievement and persistence.
Understanding that studies have found legacy students self-report lower academic confidence
(Martin & Spenner, 2009), gaining a greater understanding of the self-efficacy of this population
at various stages within their collegiate experience may provide opportunities for greater support
by administrators and faculty to ensure students develop stronger self-efficacy beliefs.
College Self-Efficacy Inventory
In an attempt to understand the role of self-efficacy in Hispanic student college
adjustment, Solberg and colleagues (1993) developed the College Self-Efficacy Inventory
(CSEI). The CSEI is the only known self-efficacy instrument that looks beyond college students’
academic performance to encompass the social aspects of the collegiate experience. As such, the
CSEI assesses respondents’ self-efficacy for academic, social, and personal domains (Solberg et
al., 1993). By encompassing all three domains, the CSEI is consistent with college student
development theory, which acknowledges the important role that academic pursuits, as well as
interpersonal and intrapersonal development play in student growth and persistence (Astin, 1984;
Baxter Magolda, 2009; Solberg et al., 1993; Tinto, 1993). Most of the research using the CSEI or
other methods to analyze self-efficacy have focused on how self-efficacy contributes to the
overall academic performance of college students. What is not known is how legacy status
impacts student self-efficacy and the perceived role it plays, if any, in engagement for legacy
students.
Self-efficacy is shown to impact academic success for students and influence engagement
(Bandura et al., 2001; Majer, 2009; Solberg et al., 1993). The cycle of self-assessment that
students conduct prior to attending college and throughout their collegiate experience have a
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great impact on their motivation to succeed and their drive to integrate themselves more fully
into the institutional environment (Bean & Eaton, 2002). Understanding the critical role that selfefficacy plays in the collegiate experience, this study aimed to fill gaps in the literature by
looking at how legacy students perceive their self-efficacy and the role it plays in their
experience. Particularly through the use of the CSEI, I looked at the self-efficacy of specific
tasks, encompassing both academic and social self-efficacy.
Conceptual Framework
Many theories on persistence and retention have been based in sociological approaches.
Yet, Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) pointedly stated, “developmental theories and the research
based on them suggest that other important student traits may be overlooked if the perspective is
strictly sociological” (p. 58). In response to this critique, Bean and Eaton (2002) developed a
psychological model of college student retention. Like Astin (1984), Bean and Eaton believed
that behavior is critical to a student’s persistence and integration into an institution. The
foundation of their model focuses on the psychological processes that occur for students in their
integration to the college. Their model stemmed from their belief that “individual psychological
processes form the foundation for retention decisions” (p. 73). By understanding a student’s
psychological attributes, colleges and universities are better able to engage with students in a
positive way to encourage retention and persistence to graduation (Tinto & Pusser, 2006).
Bean and Eaton’s (2002) research informs institutions of the decision-making processes
students use with regard to remaining at an institution, or deciding to leave. As with other
models, there is the understanding that students enter institutions with specific psychological
factors, with the most important being self-efficacy, normative beliefs, and past experiences that
shape the psychology of the entering student. A student’s belief in their ability to perform well
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academically, the support of others, and their preparation to succeed shape how a student
interacts initially with the institution.
These interactions come in many forms and can be both positive and negative. Their
model posits that interactions and assessments that students face on campus are circular, with
positive self-efficacy leading to improved grades, which affirm a student’s integration into the
campus community. Building on the work of Astin (1984, 1993), this model follows the concept
that the level of constructive engagement (identified as Intermediate Outcomes in Figure 1) on
campus can then lead to greater academic success and engagement in other areas of campus life.
Understanding that research highlights that legacy students often lag behind their peers in terms
of academic success, it may be helpful to understand the self-efficacy of this population in order
to understand the role that plays in their engagement and ultimate persistence.
Studying legacy student experiences at more selective institutions through the Bean and
Eaton’s (2002) Psychological Model of Student Retention lens can help explicate legacy student
experiences. As legacy preference is more prevalent at more selective institutions, it is more
likely that legacy students at more selective institutions enter the university with lower test
scores than their peers and are more susceptible to stereotype threat as they recognize that they
have been granted this preference (Massey & Mooney, 2007; Shadowen et al., 2009). Bean and
Eaton’s (2002) model focuses not only on entry characteristics and on institutional loyalty
(which can be greatly influenced by family), but also on the critical influence of self-efficacy
(Bandura, 1986) and engagement (Astin, 1984) on persistence.
Legacy students’ collegiate experience is situated within all of these interrelated and
influencing factors. Institutional understanding of those factors and how they impact legacy
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students’ collegiate experience can enable colleges to create an environment with the support
systems necessary to encourage persistence to graduation.
As noted in Figure 1, entry characteristics are the attributes an individual enters an
institution with, shaped by their prior experiences, their abilities, and their beliefs (Perna, 2006).
Students then interact with the institution academically, socially, and bureaucratically, while also
interacting with individuals outside of the institution (peers, parents, family, employers, etc.).
Through these interactions, which are influenced by their entry characteristics, students engage
in self-assessments, and connect their experiences with their feelings about their collegiate
experience. The reactions a student has based on these assessments influence the ways in which
students engage (academically and socially) with the institution. Those students who have
positive reactions to their assessments are more likely to have positive feelings about their fit at
the institution, feel a greater sense of loyalty, and are thus feel greater motivation to and are more
likely to persist. The issue of fit and loyalty, along with entry characteristics may have particular
bearing for legacy students, due to the family history of loyalty with the institution.
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Figure 1
Psychological Model of College Student Retention

Note. Adapted from “The Psychology Underlying Successful Retention Practices” (p. 76) by J. Bean and S. B. Eaton, 2002, Journal of
College Student Development, 3(1), 73-89. https://doi.org/10.2190%2F6R55-4B30-28XG-L8U0
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For the purposes of this study, I sought to look at students who have the entry
characteristic of legacy status. I focused my study on the feedback loops of interactions, selfassessment of self-efficacy, and integration, and how that loop shapes legacy student attitudes.
Even though it is known that legacy students are more likely to have an institutional commitment
due to the family background and loyalty (Bowen et al., 2005; Golden, 2006), there are
significant gaps in the literature related to the institutional environment and the role of factors of
self-efficacy and engagement in the legacy student collegiate experience. By utilizing this
framework for my study, I hope to minimize those gaps and provide a more holistic
understanding of the legacy student experience.
Summary
The literature reviewed in this chapter helped outline key issues contributing to legacy
student admission and persistence. Because much of the previous research has focused on more
selective institutions, the focus for this study will also be on a more selective institution. This
review included coverage of the history of legacy preference, what is known about legacy
student academic success, and how self-efficacy and engagement play a role in persistence for all
students.
What is missing from the current literature is a study of the lived experiences of legacy
students. Research highlights how self-efficacy and social engagement contribute to student
persistence, and ultimate graduation. By looking further into legacy student perceptions of selfefficacy and engagement, it will be possible to understand better the motivation of legacy
students, the decisions they make to choose an institution and become involved, and how their
self-efficacy and experiences of engagement play into their decision to remain at that institution.
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Legacy students who recognize their status of special consideration for admission may have
different levels of self-efficacy and engagement relative to other students who do not consider
their legacy status as influencing their experiences. It is important to understand the entry
characteristics of these students, as well as their self-efficacy and integration through
engagement with their collegiate experience.
The findings from this research on legacy students may inform institutional actions. In
understanding the experiences of this group of students, institutions can provide the support
necessary to legacy students, or make changes in their admission policy to ensure that students
who are admitted not only meet institutional goals but also have the capacity to succeed. This
study provides institutional leaders with insight into how some legacy students experience
college and how their legacy status plays into their decisions on campus. It also provided student
participants the opportunity to reflect on the impact of their legacy status on their experience and
contributes to the literature on legacy students that has to this point largely focused on admission
preference. The next chapter outlines the methods for this study.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS
The purpose of this chapter is to describe the research methods, data generation, and data
analysis used to help answer the proposed research questions. This study was designed to
examine how selected legacy students’ self-efficacy and student engagement influence their
college experiences. As outlined in Chapter 2, the theoretical framework for this research used
Astin’s (1984) Student Involvement Theory, which was complemented by Bean and Eaton’s
(2002) Psychological Model of College Retention. This chapter presents the research design of
my study and justifies the use of a phenomenological study design.
Because selective institutions continue to grant admission preference to legacy students
(Golden, 2003), it is important to understand the engagement and self-efficacy of those students.
Understanding the experiences of selected legacy students at a public, more selective institution
might provide a way to improve student persistence and engagement in college for other legacy
students and could also inform practices for other students with lower levels of self-efficacy and
engagement. Although research exists on the experiences of other unique student populations
(e.g., students of color, women, athletes, etc.), little research exists on the experiences of legacy
students.
As noted in previous chapters, although many studies focus on the admission preference
legacy students receive, those studies do not shed light on the actual experiences of legacy
students once they are admitted to these institutions. Legacy students’ lower academic success in
their first year and their self-reported indication of lower academic effort, suggest that these
students may not have the self-efficacy or the understanding of how to engage on campus and
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find success (Martin & Spenner, 2009; Massey & Mooney, 2007). If institutions intend to
continue to offer admission preference to legacy students, it is essential that those institutions
understand the challenges for these students to experience success and to provide the necessary
resources to ensure those students persist to graduation. In an effort to address this need as well
as the gap in the extant literature, the following research questions were addressed in this study:
1.

How do selected legacy students describe their college experience?

2. How do selected legacy students perceive and describe their self-efficacy, including
changes (if any) to it?
3. How do selected legacy students perceive and describe their engagement, both in and
outside the classroom, and changes (if any) to it?
Research Approach
Qualitative inquiry is a research umbrella term that seeks to explore and understand “the
meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (Creswell, 2014, p. 4). As
The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of the perceptions of a group of
legacy students regarding their experiences at a public, more selective institution, a qualitative
inquiry enabled me to explore and understand this phenomenon.
My goal was to understand how a group of legacy students perceived their status and to
understand the role of self-efficacy and engagement in how those legacy students perceive their
college experiences. This purpose warranted a research approach based on exploring and
understanding a particular phenomenon. Thus, a phenomenological approach lent itself to my
purpose. Phenomenology emphasizes the researcher’s attempts to describe a particular
phenomenon and to understand how that phenomenon manifests itself to an individual
experiencing it (Moran, 2002). Vagle (2018) defines phenomena as “the ways in which we find
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ourselves being in relation to the world through our day-to-day living” (p. 20).
Phenomenological research is designed to explore and understand the ways in which a
phenomenon is experienced. It was appropriate for this research that phenomenological research
does not focus on the individual, but on the phenomenon itself. A focus on individual legacy
students would not provide a holistic understanding of this phenomenon; rather, by focusing on
the phenomenon of legacy student status, I aimed to understand the essence of the legacy
experience.
Phenomenology is concerned with exploring, identifying, and describing the subjective
experiences of participants, and seeks to understand the essence of human experiences as it
relates to the phenomenon. Especially important to phenomenological research is the inclusion of
rich description of participants’ lived experiences and the ability of the researchers to set aside
their own judgments about the phenomenon (Finlay, 2009, p. 8).
Bracketing is a strategy used by researchers to set aside their own opinions and biases.
Bracketing, along with the related concept, bridling, is the intentional act of researchers to
separate their own personal experiences and expectations of the phenomenon being studied from
their observations of the phenomenon throughout the research process. On the one hand,
bracketing requires researchers to set aside their past knowledge about the phenomenon so that
this past knowledge does not determine the outcomes of the current study. Bridling, on the other
hand, not only takes into account the bracketing of past knowledge, but is also the active process
of reflexivity and openness throughout the study to ensure that the researcher does not make
assumptions about the data too quickly (Vagle, 2018). In order to both to bracket and bridle, I set
aside my own opinions and impressions created from my relationships with legacy students, my
educational experience in my doctoral program, and kept an open and reflective mind throughout
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the study so that I was open to the various ways the participants in my study experienced the
phenomenon. To address this need, I completed a Researcher as Instrument statement (Appendix
A), in which I reflected on my past experiences, providing a reflection of my own opinions,
experiences, and biases regarding the phenomenon of legacy students, to bracket my knowledge
and how these experiences might have influenced me as an observer and researcher in this study.
This statement was written prior to the generation of data and enabled me to bracket my own
ideas from the lived experiences of the participants of this study. Additionally, by using a
reflexive journal throughout the research process to document details about the decisions made,
methods used, challenges, and reactions, and reflections related to data generation and analysis, I
bridled my changing understanding of the phenomenon.
Research Paradigm
Because I sought to understand the research participants’ views of the phenomenon based
on their experiences (Creswell, 2014), I employed an interpretivist paradigm. Interpretivism is
primarily concerned with understanding phenomena through the meanings that individuals assign
to them (Willis, 2007). Thus, this approach provides an opportunity to understand the
phenomena better through the subjective experiences of the participants. Researchers who utilize
the interpretivist paradigm seek to gain insight and in-depth information related to the
understandings and experiences of their participants often through interviewing (Thanh & Thanh,
2015). Within this paradigm, researchers interpret what the participants share, even as they are
seeking to understand the research foci from the participants’ perspectives. I sought to work with
my participants to interpret their perspectives on what it means to be a legacy student at a more
selective institution and how, if at all, they perceived their legacy status impacted their selfefficacy and engagement.
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Participant Selection and Research Context
I selected 16 participants through stratified purposive sampling. Purposive sampling
involves selecting participants who have the characteristics that pertain to the objective of the
study (Creswell, 2014). Since my purpose was to understand the phenomenon of legacy student
college experiences as deeply as possible, my goal was to recruit a heterogeneous group of fulltime legacy students as participants. I recruited participants who were not only legacies but also
represented the student body in terms of age, class year, gender, and race. By ensuring that I had
participants from a variety of backgrounds, I gained a deeper understanding of the legacy
phenomenon that allowed me to generate a more complex synthesis of the lived experiences of
my participants. Yet, because legacy students have historically been White, demographics of the
participants did not match the overall college population in terms of racial background.
Much of the previous research on legacy students has focused on legacies at private
institutions. However, little is known about the legacy experience at a public institution. More
selective public institutions often have similar admission requirements to private universities and
investigating legacy status at a public university provides a different site context relative to
previous research. Thus, to generate new knowledge about legacy students, I situated my study at
a public institution, for the purposes of this study referred to as State University.
State University is classified as a “Doctoral University; Higher Research Activity” and is
considered a “more selective” institution according to the most recent Carnegie Classification
(Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 2018). State University has an
undergraduate enrollment of approximately 6,800 students, of which about 9% are legacy
students (as defined by the institution, which only tracks legacies based on parent attendance).
This percentage is close to representative of findings that legacy students generally make up 10–
49

25% of the student body at more selective institutions (Golden, 2010). The university is also
considered highly residential, with at least half of all undergraduate students living on campus
and 80% attending full-time (Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 2018),
which mirrors the profile at more selective private institutions.
After securing institutional permission from William & Mary’s School of Education
Internal Review Committee (EDIRC) as a doctoral requirement, I secured formal permission
from State University to conduct my study. I first requested a list of all students at State
University who self-identified as a legacy student, as defined by this study, during the admission
process. I then emailed all self-identified legacy students, providing general information about
the study (Appendix B) and requested that they complete an online survey to indicate their
interest in participation and provide further details about their demographic backgrounds
(Appendix C). Of the 579 students who self-identified as legacy students during the admission
process, 150 indicated interest in participating. I evaluated each volunteer’s alignment with
selection criteria, looking at their understanding of their legacy status and the potential admission
preference they might have received; gender; class year; race; and legacy relationship (whether
their mother, father, both parents, or sibling had attended State University) to ensure that I had as
representative a group as possible. A total of 16 participants were selected. To evaluate
participants, I first identified students who recognized that their legacy status set them apart as a
distinctive group on campus and that they might have received preferential treatment during the
admission process. From this subset of legacy students, I then separated these qualified
participants into class years, followed by gender, then race/ethnicity, and finally by their legacy
connection (single parent, both parents, sibling). I sought to find balance that not only
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represented the legacy population as a whole, but that also ensured that a variety of voices and
experiences were represented.
Following initial interest from a student, and the selection of potential participants I sent
a follow up email providing greater detail about the requirements of the study and additional
information about participation (Appendix D). Information about securing fully informed
consent and the incentive of $50 in cash for participation was included in the invitation. Of the
16 participants I selected, 14 responded and confirmed their interest in participating. I then
selected two additional participants who were also responsive and scheduled initial interviews.
Data Generation and Collection
This study relied on two primary forms of data: individual interviews (initial and final)
and an online questionnaire completed in a 2-week period between the two interviews. Vagle
(2018) indicates that interviews are an important and frequently used method for generating data
in phenomenological research, because they enable the researcher to discover as much about the
phenomenon as they can from each individual participant. Even though questionnaires are not
identified as a primary type of data generation in phenomenological research, the information
generated through the questionnaires in this study helped guide the second set of interview
questions and provided participants with the opportunity to reflect further on their understanding
of the phenomenon as they thought about engagement and self-efficacy in terms that are more
concrete. In addition to interviews and the online questionnaire, I also analyzed available
institutional documentation relating to legacy students.
Interviews
Even though Vagle (2018) encourages the use of unstructured interviews when
conducting phenomenological research, he leaves open the opportunity to use a variety of
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interview strategies and techniques. For the purpose of this study, I used semi-structured
interviews. Semi-structured interviews are flexible “in how and when” prepared questions are
asked and allow the interviewer to probe further based on answers given by the interviewee
(Edwards & Holland, 2013, p. 29). In order to maintain an in-depth focus on the phenomenon, I
used a list of guiding questions during initial interviews. Anticipated questions for the initial
interview focused on the relationships students had with State University prior to deciding to
enroll, how they chose to apply to and attend State University, how they were engaged both
inside and outside the classroom, their level of confidence in their success at State University,
and how they saw their family’s relationship impacting their own relationship with State
University (Appendix E).
A crosswalk table that shows how the individual interview questions link to my study’s
research questions and how the literature supported each question is included in Appendix F.
Although I referred to these questions to prompt and guide my conversations with participants, I
also asked follow-up questions that were not on the list, and omitted and reordered
predetermined questions as necessary, based on the answers provided by the participants during
the interviews. According to Vagle (2018), follow-up questions are critical “to the ongoing and
deepening understanding of the phenomenon” (p. 92) and provide the opportunity to assure my
understanding of the meanings of participants’ responses. I also utilized member checking, the
process by which participants are asked for feedback to ensure I accurately understand their
experiences and perspectives (Creswell, 2014).
I conducted two interviews, approximately one hour each, with each participant, except
for one student who did not schedule a final interview, over the course of the study. With the
permission of my participants, I made audio recordings of each interview. Prior to the initial
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interview, participants had the opportunity to review and sign the consent form (Appendix H). In
between the initial and final interviews, participants were asked to complete an online
questionnaire (described in the next section), to prompt further reflection by the participants on
their self-efficacy and engagement, and to promote further discussion of the phenomenon in the
final interview. Final interview questions were developed based on the data generated from the
first interviews with all participants and responses the online questionnaire. Several identical
questions emerged for all participants, and the remainder were individualized. Final interviews
focused more on self-efficacy, engagement, participants’ perceptions of the institution, and
specific aspects of their collegiate experiences. In doing so I reached data saturation—the point
in which no new themes are being uncovered (Morse, 1995).
After each interview, I transcribed the recording verbatim. I then compiled a summary of
topics discussed and sent it to each participant for their review. Participants then provided
corrections or clarifications to my understanding. During this review, participants requested
minimal changes, with clarifications of language being the primary corrections offered.
Following the final interview, I also had each participant review an emailed summary of all data
generated and analyzed related to their individual experience as a legacy student. Participants
then made clarifications, as needed, to my understanding and interpretation. Again, there were
minimal corrections with participants simply providing language clarifications or additional
thoughts they had about their legacy experience after the interviews occurred.
Online Questionnaire
Following the initial interview, participants completed an online survey (see Appendix
G), which included two already established instruments: a) the College Self-Efficacy Inventory
(CSEI) developed by Solberg et al. (1993) to measure self-efficacy for the college experience
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and (b) The 2018 College Student Report, published by the National Survey of Student
Engagement (NSSE, 2018) to measure student engagement. Permission to use the NSSE items
was requested and granted from the NSSE prior to conducting the study (Appendix I). The CSEI
is an open source instrument and thus needed no additional permission for use.
My goals in utilizing the two survey instruments were threefold: first, I hoped to gain a
better understanding of the specific ways in which legacy students are engaged and their feelings
of self-efficacy; second, I hoped that completion of the survey prompted participants to reflect on
the specific ways in which they are engaged in and outside the classroom and their self-efficacy
as it relates to a wide variety of collegiate experiences; and finally, I hoped that as participants
spent time thinking about these specific modes of engagement, deeper conversations would
occur in final interviews.
While both instruments generate participant scores for statistical analysis, for the
purposes of this study, the online survey was used solely to inform data generation in the final
interviews. I did not score the survey instrument; however, I did compare participants’ answers
with national averages and with other participants within the study. Following on the initial
interview with participants in which they discussed their perceptions of their self-efficacy and
engagement, the online survey provided an opportunity for greater specificity regarding
participants’ positive engagement and self-efficacy because the survey was based on validated
and reliable survey instruments that measure these factors (CSEI, 1993; NSSE, 2018). By having
participants complete the online survey, I was able to generate questions for the final interview
based on their survey responses and any discrepancies between their perceptions presented in the
first interview and their survey responses.
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The College Student Report. The College Student Report, the instrument of the NSSE,
represents “the multi-dimensional nature of student engagement” through 10 indicators of
engagement, which are organized within four engagement themes: (1) level of academic
challenge, (2) active and collaborative learning, (3) student-faculty interaction, and (4)
supportive campus environment (NSSE, 2015).
The validity and reliability of The College Student Report were established through an
exploratory factor analysis and a confirmatory factor analysis (Miller, et. al., 2020). In terms of
validity, the four engagement themes were shown to have “sufficiently strong construct validity
evidence to support their use for college and university assessment efforts” (Miller, et. al., 2020).
In order to establish the reliability of the instrument, internal consistency statistics are collected
yearly with reliability coefficients above 0.76 for all engagement indicators (NSSE, 2017). This
level is satisfactory as 0.7 is an acceptable threshold to assure survey reliability (Nunnally,
1978).
CSEI. The CSEI was developed to measure student perceptions of self-efficacy as it
relates to the whole collegiate experience. The inventory was developed with three factors
identified, (a) course, (b) roommate, and (c) social. Reliability of the inventory was established
with reliability coefficients of .93 for the entire inventory, and .88 for each individual factor.
Convergent and discriminant validity were established through a principal components analysis
(Solberg et al., 1993).
Timeline
I used a linear timeline in which all initial interviews were conducted prior to survey data
generation, and final interviews took place once all surveys were completed, with the exception
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of the one participant who did not schedule a final interview but did complete the survey.
Throughout the process I engaged in ongoing and recursive analysis of the data.
Data Analysis
Data analysis in phenomenological research “uses the analysis of significant statements”
and the identification of common themes to develop a description of the essence of the
phenomenon being studied (Creswell, 2014, p. 196). In order to develop this description of the
essence, Vagle (2018) recommends using the “whole-part-whole analysis method” (p. 110). This
method involves a holistic reading of all of the data, followed by a line-by-line reading to
identify meaningful parts and identify questions and ideas. It is important during this analysis
that I used a reflexive journal to bridle my own thoughts and interpretations of the data generated
(Shenton, 2004). I maintained a digital reflexive journal to document details about the decisions
made throughout the study, methods used, any challenges, reactions to data generation and
analysis, as well as my thoughts and reflections related to data analysis (Creswell, 2014; Watt,
2012).
As I generated subsequent data, I conducted more holistic readings and line-by-line
readings of all generated data, focusing on each individual participant. I then completed a second
and third line-by-line reading (and more, when necessary) of segments of the interview that were
particularly relevant to the study’s focus. Finally, I conducted another reading of all of the data in
its entirety to identify themes and patterns of meaning. Critical to this process was my own
willingness to reflect continually on and re-analyze the data that I generated to ensure that my
own understanding matched the data, and that my conclusions accurately reflected the
participants’ experience of the phenomenon.
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To analyze data, I compiled interview transcripts and survey responses using Dedoose
(www.dedoose.com). Dedoose allowed me to upload these written texts and divide the text into
meaningful phrases by attaching codes and memos. Memos detail both the surface content of the
text and the latent content. Understanding that content analysis is concerned with the
identification of categories but not the relationships among them (Cho & Lee, 2014), codes and
their definitions served initial category identifiers and the memos noted the relationships among
coding categories. Once my data were compiled and initially coded in Dedoose, I was able to
sort through and codify texts for reflection and analysis, identifying common themes and results.
I used my conceptual framework to develop priori codes for analysis of the data generated. As
noted, the focus of my analysis was on the student’s perceptions of their legacy status, selfefficacy (academic, social, and self-regulatory), engagement (inside the classroom and outside
the classroom), entry characteristics, and attitudes. Therefore, I assigned a code in my coding
schema for each of these factors and utilized subcodes as they emerged through data generation.
In addition to my own analysis, I used a peer reviewer. Peer review consisted of another
individual providing feedback on my coding techniques to help ensure the validity of the coding
process (Creswell, 2014). My peer reviewer signed the confidentiality statement (Appendix J)
and independently coded two interview transcriptions that I had already analyzed using the priori
codes identified from my theoretical framework. After the peer reviewer coded the interview
transcriptions, we discussed each of our interpretations to ensure there was agreement and
alignment of my coding schema. This process was useful, in that the peer reviewer highlighted
their interpretations of aspects of the interview that had seemed less significant in my own
analysis. Through the peer review process I identified additional subcodes that had not emerged
during my own analysis and the discussions with my peer reviewer highlighted topics I explored
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further with participants in the final interview. The analysis of my peer reviewer strengthened
my own analysis of other transcriptions as I was intentional about looking at the data from
different perspectives as I analyzed it.
Triangulation
Triangulation is a common practice in qualitative research as it helps facilitate validation
of results. Triangulation involves the use of multiple data sources and types to construct a rich
description of the findings (Shenton, 2004). Vagle (2018), however, argues that this is not as
necessary in phenomenological research as “sometimes a single statement, from one participant,
at one moment in time is so powerful that it needs to be amplified” (p. 109). Vagle recommends
leaving open the possibility that isolated results may be just as essential as those gleaned from
multiple data sources. Thus, throughout the data analysis process I aimed for triangulation to
develop a rich description of the findings but left open the possibility that a single utterance
might be just as critical to the development of my understanding of the essence of the
phenomenon.
Quality Criteria
Quality criteria are tools used by researchers to ensure that their research designs and
results are sound (Shenton, 2004). Researchers rely on these criteria to ensure that their methods
are consistent with a research approach and provide language by which other researchers can
evaluate the study. I used Tracy’s (2010) big-tent criteria for qualitative research. Tracy
recommends that researchers select a worthy topic that is researched with rich rigor. Researchers
must generate and analyze data with sincerity and credibility and aim for findings that create
resonance for readers and are a significant contribution to the field. Finally, researchers must
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take steps to ensure their research is conducted in an ethical manner and achieves meaningful
coherence. These terms are explained below.
Worthy Topic
Tracy (2010) defines a worthy topic as research that “is relevant, timely, significant,
interesting, or evocative” (p. 840). To identify a worthy topic, Tracy recommends considering
topics that emerge from contemporary controversies or that challenge assumptions. As discussed
in Chapter 2, the topic of legacy student engagement and self-efficacy is certainly timely, as
admission policies are being reviewed to ensure equity for all students. This, coupled with the
continual push by institutions for persistence and positive student development, attests to the
relevance and significance of studying this phenomenon. Regarding the final two characteristics
of a worthy topic—interesting and evocative—Tracy (2010) explains, “studies of little-known
phenomena or evocative contexts are intrinsically interesting” (p. 841). Even though the study of
legacy students may not necessarily seem a little-known phenomenon, the fact that most research
on legacy students has focused on the admission benefit they receive, makes this study on how
students make meaning of their legacy status a less-researched phenomenon.
Rich Rigor
Rigor refers to the diligence in data generation and the ways in which those data are
analyzed. Tracy (2010) uses the interview as an example, noting that interview rigor is
demonstrated not only in the number and in length of the interviews but also the appropriateness
of the sample, the questions asked, the level of detail in the transcription, the steps taken to
ensure accuracy, and the analysis of the interview. I ensured rigor by conducting two detailed
interviews with each participant and by following Vagle’s (2018) steps for data analysis. Further,
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through triangulation and a mind toward data saturation (Morse, 1995), I worked to create as
complete an understanding of the phenomenon as possible.
Sincerity
Sincerity refers to the researcher’s honesty and transparency about my own biases and
goals through self-reflexivity and transparency. Self-reflexivity requires me to be honest about
my own assumptions and biases as well as noting my reactions throughout the entire research
process. Transparency “refers to honesty about the research process” (Tracy, 2010, p. 842). To
ensure sincerity through self-reflexivity and transparency, I maintained a reflexive journal
throughout the research process. The reflexive journal, documenting all steps taken during the
research process enabled me to provide rich, detailed descriptions of my research practices and
bridle my own interpretations of data throughout the research process. Additionally, I completed
a Researcher as Instrument statement (Appendix A). This statement is a written reflection of my
own opinions, experiences, and biases related to the phenomenon of legacy students, written
prior to generating any data. This exercise enabled me to bracket my own pre-existing ideas from
the lived experiences of the participants in my study.
Credibility
Whereas sincerity focuses on the data generation and analysis, “credibility refers to the
trustworthiness, verisimilitude, and plausibility of the research findings” (Tracy, 2010, p. 842).
In order for a study’s results to be credible, they must provide thick description of the data with
researchers providing enough detail so that readers can come to their own conclusions about
how, if at all, to use the study’s results in their own work. In order to have thick descriptions,
researchers must study their participants and settings closely to provide description not only of
surface level details but also of the values of participants.
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Credibility also requires that multiple forms of data from multiple sources are acquired
(triangulation) and that member checking takes place. Tracy (2010) views triangulation as the
opportunity to examine the same issue or phenomenon from multiple perspectives and thus
provide richer data. My use of multiple interviews and an online questionnaire enabled me to
examine the phenomenon through multiple types of data and through multiple conversations with
participants. Additionally, throughout my study I conducted member checks. I confirmed with
participants that I understood their responses, not only during the interviews themselves but also
by sending summaries of the interviews for participants to read and correct and by sending
findings at the conclusion of my study.
Resonance
Resonance is achieved when readers are affected by the research. This outcome can be
achieved “through aesthetic merit, evocative writing, and formal generalizations as well as
transferability” (Tracy, 2010, p. 844). Even though I am limited in controlling how readers are
affected, I took steps to increase the likelihood that my findings have an impact on my audience.
As I wrote my findings, particularly when describing my participants and the essence of their
experience as a legacy student, I attempted to write in a way that was engaging and invited
readers to view themselves and their experiences through the experiences of my participants.
Finally, the recommendations I present in Chapter 5 might have resonance for higher educational
leaders and policy makers as they make decisions about how to support legacy students and how
legacy students are situated within their student body.
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Significant Contribution
While there is no way to know in advance how my study might contribute to the current
body of research, Tracy (2010) outlines four types of significance that researchers should strive
for: theoretical, heuristic, practical, and methodological.
Theoretical Significance. Theoretical significance is achieved when research applies
existing theories and concepts to new contexts. Much of the previous research on legacy students
has taken place at private institutions. My study, taking place at a public institution looked at the
legacy student experience related to engagement and self-efficacy (a relatively under-researched
phenomenon) in a new context.
Heuristic Significance. Heuristic significance is achieved when the findings of the study
lead readers to want to learn more about the topic. I have little control over heuristic significance,
but it can be encouraged through suggestions for future research. Because current research on
legacy students is limited, my hope is that through conducting this study and providing
thoughtful and engaging findings, readers will be encouraged to continue to look at the
phenomenon and uncover further information.
Practical Significance. Practical significance is achieved when readers find the research
useful, whether in confronting current issues or problems or in reframing ideas (Tracy, 2010). To
encourage practical significance I included information on the implications of my research
findings.
Methodological Significance. Methodological significance occurs when research is
conducted on a topic using a new methodology (Tracy, 2010). While there is a great deal of
research on legacy students as this group of students relates to admission benefit and academic
success, there is relatively little qualitative data on legacy students. By conducting a
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phenomenological study, I interpreted data in a new way that might lead to new theoretical
insights or practical uses.
Ethics
Conducting ethical research relies on a collection of best practices: procedural,
situational, relations, and exiting (Tracy, 2010). This section outlines how I addressed these
components in my study.
Procedural Ethics. Procedural ethics relate to the standards mandated by review boards
or institutions. To ensure this study met procedural ethics guidelines, research only began once
permission was granted from William & Mary’s EDIRC), per the requirements of my doctoral
program. State University agreed to honor the approval from William & Mary’s EDIRC. I
generated pseudonyms for all participants and the institution where my study took place. I
safeguarded procedural ethics by adhering to William & Mary’s EDIRC guidelines, including
the use of a consent form with all participants (Appendix H), accurate reporting of my findings,
and continual member checking throughout the research process. If a participant had not
provided their consent or requested to terminate their participation, data collected on them until
that point would have been destroyed. Finally, all research data were secured and protected
during the study and will be destroyed upon doctoral dissertation completion (Creswell, 2014).
Situational Ethics. Situational ethics relate to my constant reevaluation of the research
context to ensure that ethical research practices are being followed. In order to ensure this study
was situationally ethical, I documented my thoughts throughout the study in my reflexive
journal. Additionally, the consent form (Appendix H) that was signed by participants affirmed
their right to terminate participation at any time. While no participants made such a report,
through member checking particularly the summaries after each interview, I ensured that
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participants had the opportunity to report any negative effects related to participating in my
study.
Relational Ethics. Relation ethics requires the researcher to share plans, processes, and
findings transparently with participants throughout the research process. I safeguarded relational
ethics by being clear about the purpose of my research and obtaining the participants’ informed
consent prior to generating data. Additionally, through member checking, participants had the
opportunity to provide feedback to ensure that I am accurately reflecting their experiences.
Finally, as my participants were full time students, I worked diligently to respect their time, was
flexible in scheduling interviews, and worked to accommodate their schedules.
Exiting Ethics. Exiting ethics refers to how a researcher presents their findings and the
individual stories of participants at the conclusion of data generation. Exiting ethics are
especially imperative when research applies to marginalized and underrepresented populations
whose stories might be misused to further marginalize participants. I shared a summary
document of my findings with my participants at the conclusion of the study to ensure they felt
as though they are accurately represented. Additionally, I worked to report my findings in a way
that focuses on the phenomenon itself and respects the individual and unique experiences of each
participant.
Meaningful Coherence
A meaningful, coherent study achieves its stated purpose, uses methods and
representations that are situated within theories and paradigms, and connects literature with the
research foci, methods, and findings (Tracy, 2010). The researcher must choose an approach and
framework that complement each other and work well with the phenomenon being explored.
Additionally, the approach, framework, and plans to generate and analyze data should be situated
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within the extant literature related to the phenomenon. In essence, prior research, frameworks,
methods, and reporting must all work together to achieve meaningful coherence. I achieved
meaningful coherence through my literature review and my stated research plan, which
demonstrated the choices I made regarding my study and how the phenomenon I investigated is
situated within the existing research.
To further ensure meaningful coherence, I used established and accepted practices and
theories that align with my research approach. I accomplished this as I added to the
understanding of legacy students and their engagement and self-efficacy, while adhering to
phenomenological research practices. By following Tracy’s (2010) quality criteria, I
demonstrated a commitment to achieving meaningful coherence. As I utilized a
phenomenological research approach, it is appropriate to select quality criteria that support the
underlying assumption that there are various versions and pathways to the truth of a
phenomenon.
Delimitations, Limitations, Assumptions
Assumptions address what I believe contributes to the backdrop of the study.
Delimitations are factors within the researcher’s control that may affect the study’s outcomes.
Limitations are factors beyond the researcher’s control that may affect the study’s outcomes. In
the sections that follow, I identify the assumptions, delimitations, and limitations of my study.
Assumptions
A primary assumption I brought to this study is that legacy students experience college
engagement and self-efficacy uniquely in comparison to their non-legacy peers. I also assumed
that research participants would be forthcoming and would articulate their own perceptions of
their engagement and self-efficacy. My focus on legacy students also indicated an assumption
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that institutional leaders wish to better understand how this unique population of students
perceives their self-efficacy and engages with their collegiate institution to ensure they are
successful and persist.
Delimitations
My research is delimited to undergraduate legacy student participants at a single public
co-educational liberal arts more selective institution. Generalizing the results of this study to all
legacies or other types of student populations and institutions may not be appropriate. An
additional delimitation was my decision to define a legacy student as one whose sibling(s),
mother, father, or both parents attended their institution. Many institutions identify legacies
based on other familial relationships and thus generalizing this research to other institutions with
different definitions of legacy may not be appropriate. The purpose of this study was to gain a
better understanding of the perceptions of a group of legacy students regarding their experiences
at a public, more selective institution. It is not meant to address legacy admission policies.
However, it could provide useful information to institutional leaders, in both student engagement
and enrollment, on how legacy students experience their collegiate experience.
Limitations
The primary limitation for this study was demographics. Because legacy admission
preferences have historically favored White individuals and my participant group was small, I
did not expect to have a fully representative mix of students based on race, gender, and ethnicity
as compared to the overall makeup of the undergraduate student body. However, I sought to find
variety in my sample population to represent different experiences and perspectives.
Additionally, as the weight that is given to legacy students during admissions has changed over
time and may change in the future, this study offers a snapshot in time related to the experiences
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of these legacy students at this institution. Therefore, this study’s results may not be
generalizable to later generations of legacy students, even at the institution that hosted this study.
Summary
Given the findings of research on engagement and self-efficacy, it is safe to assume that
engagement and self-efficacy play a critical role in college student persistence. Legacy students,
as recipients of admission benefits, are susceptible to stereotype threat, which can negatively
impact self-efficacy and thus engagement both in and outside the classroom (Massey & Mooney,
2007; Steele & Aronson, 1995). Although there is some research related to the admission benefit
legacy students receive and their academic success once admitted, less is understood about how
legacy students understand their status and how they perceive their self-efficacy and engagement
as it relates to their legacy status. Using a conceptual framework of Bean and Eaton’s (2002)
Psychological Model of College Student Retention incorporated with Astin’s (1984, 1993)
Student Involvement Theory, and Bandura’s (1986) Self-Efficacy Theory, and guided by
phenomenological research methods, I interviewed 16 legacy students to understand better their
experiences at a public, more selective university and how their self-efficacy and engagement
relate to that experience. I used multiple interviews and an online survey to better understand the
phenomenon of how legacy students make meaning of their experience at a public, more
selective institution.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS
This chapter outlines the findings from my study based on the research questions that
focused on how legacy students understood their identity. All of the study’s participants were
undergraduate students at a more selective university, which identifies students as legacies based
on the student’s indication that at least one parent or sibling had attended the institution. Several
participants also identified that they had grandparents attend the university, in addition to their
parent or sibling. The participants included four first-years, four second-years, four third-years,
and four fourth-years. The group was comprised of 8 women and 8 men.
Common patterns appeared within and across the generated data. The students had many
comparable college experiences, as well as individualized interactions with the phenomenon of
being a legacy student at the university. Their experiences provided an understanding of the
essence of legacy student experiences at a single more selective university. Common themes,
which are groups of data patterns connected conceptually to each other and the study’s focus,
emerged (Braun & Clarke, 2013).
Five overarching findings emerged from my data. The first finding was that students
primarily associated their legacy status with the admission experience and not their collegiate
experience. The second was that while legacy status was not a large component of their
experience at State University, it did play a contributing role in participants’ self-efficacy and
engagement, both inside and outside the classroom. The third finding focused on participants’
positive self-efficacy and the confidence they felt in their ability to be academically successful at
State University. The fourth finding highlighted the ways in which participants engaged both
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inside and outside of the classroom and the impact that engagement or lack thereof had on their
perception of their collegiate experience. The fifth finding focused on students’ relationships
with their parents and the roles that relationship had on their legacy experience and vice versa.
Each finding is presented separately, with illustrative quotations highlighted from particular
participants and data from the online survey.
This chapter first presents a description of the university site for this research, followed
by an overview of each of the participants. Next, a summary of each of the five findings of the
study are presented.
Site Description
State University is a public, 4-year doctoral university. It is considered a medium size
university and most students are undergraduates. It is highly residential, with at least half of all
undergraduates living on campus and more than 80% attending full-time. It is considered a most
competitive institution based on the median SAT or median composite ACT exam score, high
school class rank, high school grade point average, and the percentage of students accepted
(Barron’s Educational Series, 2017).
Information about legacy students at State University comes primarily from the
university’s alumni association. The university admission website displays a blog post about the
weight that legacy status plays in the admission process, stating that legacy status is used only to
differentiate between two similar candidates and does not provide a significant boost. However,
there is no specific policy regarding legacy status stated by the undergraduate admissions office
online and the office does not indicate that they provide special services to legacy students.
The alumni association website, however, has a page devoted to legacy students and their
families. This online presence provides information about specific programs that are offered both
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before legacy students are admitted and throughout their time at State University. The website
indicates that through this programming they honor and celebrate the connection legacy families
continue to have with the institution. The alumni association builds on alumni relations to foster
connections to newly admitted legacy students.
Participant Descriptions
Eight participants identified as male and eight identified as female. Four participants
were first-years, four were second-years, four were third-years, and four were fourth-years. Nine
(i.e., 56%) of the participants were in-state students, whereas 65% of State University’s
undergraduate students were in-state at the time of the study. Ten (i.e., 63%) of the participants
were actively involved in a social sorority or fraternity, whereas 27% of State University’s
undergraduate students were active in Greek life. The group of participants was less diverse than
the overall State University student demographic. Whereas State University’s last admitted class
was 57% White, 75% of participants for this study identified as White, with 25% identifying as
White and another race, either Hispanic or Latinx, Asian or Asian American, or American
Indian. Table 1 provides demographic information for this study’s participants.
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Table 1
Participant Demographic Information
Pseudonym

Year

Gender

Age

Race

Residency

Legacy
Relationship
1, 2, 3

Alice

Third-Year

F

21

W

O

Caitlin

Second-Year

F

22

W, H

I

1, 2, 4

Charles

First-Year

M

18

W

I

1, 4

Colin

Third-Year

M

21

W

I

1

David

Second-Year

M

19

W

I

2

Emily

First-Year

F

19

W, A

O

1

Frank

Third-Year

M

21

W

I

1, 2, 5, 7, 8

Henry

First-Year

M

18

W

O

1, 2

Jessica

Second-Year

F

20

W

O

2

John

Fourth-Year

M

22

W

I

1, 2

Julia

Fourth-Year

F

22

W

O

1, 2

Katherine

First-Year

F

19

W

O

2

Lauren

Third-Year

F

22

W, I

O

2

Mark

Second-Year

M

19

W

I

1, 2

Matt

Fourth-Year

M

21

W

I

2, 3, 5, 6

Shannon

Fourth-Year

F

22

W, H

I

1

Note. Race: W = White; H = Hispanic or Latino/a; A = Asian or Asian-American; I =
American Indian; Residency: I = In-State; O = Out-of-State; Legacy Relationship: 1 =
Mother; 2 = Father; 3 = Brother; 4 = Sister; 5 = Paternal Grandfather; 6 = Paternal
Grandmother; 7 = Maternal Grandfather; 8 = Maternal Grandmother
Of the 16 participants, one completed the initial interview and the survey, but never
scheduled a final interview. For this participant, data were only analyzed based on his initial
interviews and his survey answers.
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The following individual participant descriptions provides context about the participants’
backgrounds that help to situate the study’s emergent themes. The individual descriptions make
evident that each student’s experience as a legacy student at State University was different. In
their interviews and surveys, the participants shared details of their collegiate experience that
helped to identify factors associated with their legacy student experience, engagement, and selfefficacy. All of these data were used to explore and interpret the phenomenon, which will be
discussed in the next chapter.
Alice
Alice, who identified as a White female, was an out-of-state student from a state in the
northeast. Prior to attending State University, she attended a public high school. She was a thirdyear, majoring in biology with a minor in marine science. She was active in a social sorority,
engages in research, and works a part-time job. Alice’s parents and her older brother attended
State University and she described the strong sense of pride she felt attending the same
institution as the rest of her family.
Caitlin
Caitlin, who identified as a White and Hispanic/Latina female, was an in-state student.
Prior to attending State University, she attended a private boarding school in the same state as
State University. She was a second-year, majoring in history. On campus, she was active in a
social sorority and an acapella group on campus and at one point held an on-campus part-time
job. Caitlin’s parents and her older sister attended State University and she described her legacy
status as having a positive impact on her experience at State University as it gave her a greater
sense of connection to the school.
Charles
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Charles, who identified as a White male, was an in-state student. Prior to attending State
University, he attended a public high school. He was a first-year, intending to pursue a major in
international relations. He was active in international relations club and worked in a policy
research lab on campus. Charles mother attended graduate school at State University but did not
graduate and his sister transferred into State University in the same term that he matriculated as a
first-year. Past the admissions application, Charles does not define himself as a legacy student
and considers himself a “weak legacy” because no one in his family had graduated from State
University prior to his attending.
Colin
Colin, who identified as a White male, was an in-state student. Prior to attending State
University, he attended a private high school. He was a third-year, pursuing a major in
government. He was active in international relations club, a social fraternity, and holds
leadership roles in both organizations. Colin’s mother attended State University, which instilled a
sense of familiarity with the campus that he did not find when considering attending other
schools. However, he considers his legacy experience different to his peers who had either both
parents or more family members who had attended the university.
David
David, who identified as a White male, was an in-state student. Prior to attending State
University, he attended a public high school. He was a second-year, pursuing a major in classical
studies. He was active in a social fraternity and several organizations related to classical studies.
David enrolled at State University after his father, who attended, told him that he would not pay
for him to attend any other institution. Because of the coercion he felt to attend, David does not
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feel a strong connection to the campus and often considers transferring. David did not participate
in a final interview.
Emily
Emily, who identified as a White and Asian or Asian-American female, was an out-ofstate student. Prior to attending State University, she graduated from a public high school. She
was a first-year, intending to major in biology. She was active in symphony orchestra, a small
musical ensemble, a theater troupe focused on diversity, and a competitive biology research lab.
Emily’s mother attended State University and she believes that her legacy connection has
provided her with a stronger support system and sense of connection to the campus.
Frank
Frank, who identified as a White male, was an in-state student. Prior to attending State
University, he attended a public high school. He was a third-year, majoring in business analytics
and data science, with a minor in economics. He was active in a social fraternity, the sports
business club, works as an intern for the athletics department, and works as a paid tutor for the
business school. Both of Frank’s parents, both of his grandfathers, and one of his grandmothers,
attended State University. He described his legacy connection to State University as an important
part of his experience growing up, and that his attending has strengthened the already close
connections he had with his family.
Henry
Henry, who identified as a White male, was an out-of-state student. Prior to attending
State University, he attended a public high school. He was a first-year, and was undecided about
his major. He was not actively involved in any organizations on campus, but described a close
group of friends that were the core of his social experience. Both of Henry’s parents attended the
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law school at State University. He described his legacy experience as different from others
because he was an out-of-state student and because his parents did not attend State University for
their undergraduate degrees.
Jessica
Jessica, who identified as a White female, was an out-of-state student. Prior to attending
State University, she attended a private high school. She was a second-year, majoring in history.
Jessica was active in a social sorority, a music sorority, and was a reviewer for an academic
journal on campus. Jessica’s father attended the law school at State University and she believes
that her status as a legacy student has had a positive impact on her overall experience at State
University and has brought her closer to her father.
John
John, who identified as a White male, was an in-state student. Prior to attending State
University, he attended a public high school. He was a fourth-year, majoring in kinesiology and
health sciences with a minor in computer science. John was active in a service fraternity, cofounded a robotics club, and worked off-campus as an EMT and a security contractor. Both of
John’s parents attended State University, and he felt that his legacy status better prepared him for
the academic rigor and expectations he would face as a student.
Julia
Julia, who identified as a White female, was an out-of-state student. Prior to attending
State University, she attended a private high school. She was a fourth-year, majoring in
psychology with a minor in classical studies. Julia was not active in any extracurriculars. Both of
Julia’s parents attended State University. She describes her legacy status as something that has
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created a new connection between her and her parents, but not something that makes her feel
more connected to the institution.
Katherine
Katherine, who identified as a White female, was an out-of-state student. Prior to
attending State University, she attended a public high school. She was a first-year, intending to
major in history. Katherine was active in a social sorority, a service fraternity, and a club
athletics team. Katherine’s father attended State University but she did not bring up her legacy
status as she did not like the assumption that others make that she only chose to attend State
University because of her family connection.
Lauren
Lauren, who identified as a White and American Indian female, was an out-of-state
student. Prior to attending State University, she attended a private high school. She was a thirdyear, majoring in international relations and economics. Lauren was active in a social sorority, a
competitive club athletics team, and worked as a paid tutor on campus. Lauren’s father attended
State University. She described her legacy experience as something that has given her an
additional community within State University and that it has strengthened her relationship with
her dad, his college friends, and their children who have also attended State University.
Mark
Mark, who identified as a White male, was an in-state student. Prior to attending State
University, he attended a private high school. He was a second-year, majoring in physics. Mark
was active in a social fraternity and volunteered at a local free clinic. Both of Mark’s parents
attended State University. While he stated that he enjoys and appreciates his unique experience
as a legacy student, he indicated that it was not something that was very present in his day-to-day
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experience on campus unless his parents were on campus and they were experiencing State
University together.
Matt
Matt, who identified as a White male, was an in-state student. He was a fourth-year,
majoring in accounting and minoring in history. Prior to attending State University, he attended a
public high school. Matt was active in a social fraternity. Matt’s father, older brother, younger
brother, paternal grandfather, and paternal grandmother attended State University. Matt
described his experience and the connection between his family and the school not in terms of
the fact that they had all attended, but as a connection they all felt with the State University
football team.
Shannon
Shannon, who identified as a White and Hispanic or Latina female, was an in-state
student. Prior to attending State University, she attended a public high school. She was a fourthyear, majoring in finance and Hispanic studies. Shannon’s mother attended State University.
Shannon participated in a club athletics team and held leadership roles within the international
relations club. Shannon does not feel as though her legacy status has played any role in her
experience at State University but that it has strengthened her relationship with her mother as
they have found shared connections in their individual experiences.
The Legacy Experience: Admission
The participants in this study most strongly identified with their legacy status during the
admission process. All participants indicated that when applying to State University their legacy
status played a role and they recognized that their status provided them an advantage in the
admission process. For all of the participants, their legacy status was a key factor in their
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decision to apply or attend State University. While all participants indicated that they recognized
that their legacy status may have provided them an advantage in the admission process, many felt
that the legacy preference they may have received was not as problematic as other admission
preferences or that they were admissible to the institution regardless of their legacy connection.
Deciding to Apply
Most participants indicated that when initially considering colleges, they purposefully did
not initially consider State University because of their family connection. The desire to have
their own experience, separate from that of their family members was a motivating factor for
participants to avoid consideration of State University. Katherine stated that “I would feel a little
bit like it was his [her dad] thing versus mine.” David expressed similar sentiments reflecting,
“The fact that my dad went here kind of turned me off a little bit too, because I didn’t want to
feel like I was just, you know, becoming a carbon copy of him and it just kind of felt weird to go
to the same place as him.” However, despite these initial hesitations, all participants ultimately
did apply and decide to attend. A variety of factors influenced their decisions to apply: pressure
from parents, academic opportunities, and positive pre-conceived notions of college and the
college experience based on early exposure to State University.
Parental Pressure. Eight participants indicated that they felt clear pressure from their
parents to at least consider State University. For four of these participants, their parents required
that State University be among the schools they applied to, regardless of their interest. Two
others indicated that their parents required them to visit for an official college tour and two
attended legacy specific admission events.
Emily described the initial reason she applied to State University as heavily influenced by
her mother, saying:
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She encouraged me to go to any school that I wanted to. But me and my older sister were
very encouraged to apply to State University. She kind of made us apply whether we
wanted to go to that school, whether we wanted to end up coming here or not.
When looking back on her experience, Emily is confident that her mom would have been happy
with wherever she attended. But Emily also indicated that she always knew that her mother
hoped one of her daughters would attend State University and the requirement to apply
highlighted that desire.
Mark described a similar experience, reflecting that while he was uninterested in
applying to State University, his parents required that he apply there, along with a similarly
academically rigorous institution in the same state, describing the experience stating, “my
parents essentially forced me to apply.” This requirement by parents to at least apply to their
alma mater, reflects a high level of parental involvement in the college admission process, which
Perna’s (2006) research has shown to be important in overall college choice. While participants,
with the exception of David whose father withheld tuition funds unless he attended State
University, were confident their parents would support their decision to attend an institution
other than State University, their parents involvement simply in their decision on whether or not
to apply inevitably played a role in their college choice and their trajectory to attending State
University.
Every participant indicated that they were aware of their family connection to State
University and they considered that connection when deciding to apply. For some, there was
hesitation to apply because of their legacy status due to a concern that they would not be forging
their own path. For others, the legacy connection increased their desire to attend because they
knew of the positive experiences of their family at State University. However for the majority of
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participants, regardless of their feelings about their family connection to State University or the
pressure they felt to apply, personal considerations about how the institution fit into their goals
and how they felt about campus based on their visits and interactions with others on campus also
played a role in their decision to apply.
Academic Alignment. State University is well-known for its academic rigor and the
opportunities it presents students in a wide variety of fields. Although none of the participants
indicated that their parents spoke about the academic expectations of State University, their
legacy status increased their awareness of the institution and placed State University in the field
of options they wanted to consider. Yet it was the academics for some that was ultimately the
draw. Six participants indicated it was the availability of programs and majors that fit their own
professional goals that was a key factor in their decision to apply to State University. Emily, who
intends to major in biology, indicated that the curriculum that State University offered gave it a
leg up over the other institution she was seriously considering. In particular, during a visit to
campus, she saw the work being done in one of the biology labs on campus and was excited
about the possible opportunity to work in the lab, something that came to fruition in her first year
on campus.
Alice also noted how academics at State University played a role in her college choice.
When looking at colleges, she only looked at institutions in which she would have the
opportunity major or minor in marine science. Thinking back to her experience choosing
between institutions she said,
If State University hadn’t had a marine science program, I wouldn’t have gone here. That
was the one thing that I knew I needed to go to school for and I stuck with it. I didn’t
even consider any schools that didn’t have marine science.
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The happenstance of availability of particular majors or opportunities available at the college
served as an influencing factor for some of the participants.
Matt and Charles also saw the availability of particular academic programs they were
interested in as a factor in their decision, but they commented on the overall ranking of the
institution as playing a role too. When asked about his decision to apply to State University, Matt
highlighted the school’s business program as being a big draw, but also that it was the “best
academic school” in comparison to others he considered. Charles reflected in similar ways on his
decision, stating:
It went very much from like the local college that I wouldn’t want to go, to me realizing
oh this is actually one of the best schools in the country, especially for what I want to
study. Right before I started applying it went from, I didn’t want to think of applying [to
State University] to I ended up applying early decision because of program rankings.
As Perna’s (2006) college choice model notes, students are more likely to attend institutions with
characteristics that align with their own personal and social identities. For participants, the need
to attend an institution that had academic opportunities that aligned with their own interests and
that would provide them the opportunity to grow intellectually (whether through coursework or
other academic-related engagement) was a component of how they made their decision of
whether or not to apply to State University. As legacy students are inherently raised in homes of
college graduates where one can assume there is an emphasis on the importance and value of
academics and intellectual pursuits, the personal and social identities of these participants may
have been shaped to look for an institution similar to State University in terms of rigor and
academic opportunities regardless of their legacy status.
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Perception of College. Participants who had visited the campus of State University
regularly growing up felt that their vision of what a college campus should look like and what
the collegiate experience should be was shaped by their time on campus as a child. When
deciding to apply to State University, the participants commented on their perception of what
college “should be” based on the influence of their childhood campus visits. The model of a
college came up for many as a primary factor in their decisions to attend. Jessica grew up hearing
about how transformational State University was for her father who attended the law school after
a less than positive undergraduate experience at another institution. She indicated that her
emotional attachment to State University, and the familiarity she felt with the campus influenced
the way she viewed other schools when deciding where to apply. Although she considered other
schools in the same state as State University, she said, “I also didn’t want to go to those schools
because I cared more about State University already. I started looking at other schools along with
State University and [State University] just continued to be the baseline throughout the process.”
Similarly, Alice visited campus often as a child because of her parents’ love of the college and
the surrounding area. Even though she was hesitant to apply to State University because of her
family connection, she realized as she was looking at other schools that she was always
comparing them to State University. She reflected, “I expected that every campus and everything
would be like State University. I think having that early exposure kind of gave me a little bit of a
preconceived notion of what college was going to be like.” All the participants indicated that
they believed they would have been aware of State University regardless of their family
connection. Yet those with a close connection with campus prior to the application process due
to their parent’s connection to the college felt their ideas of college were strongly shaped by their
experiences growing up visiting the State University campus.
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Parents are influential in students’ college decision-making process. However, college
choice models focus primarily on the encouragement to attain higher education in general and
the benefits of growing up in a household in which there is already knowledge of the college
search process (Iloh, 2018), not on legacy status. A factor that perhaps may be unique to legacy
students is the role of family exposure to a particular institution, their parents’ alma mater, plays
in students’ college choice. As indicated by participants in this study, their exposure to a single
institution growing up appears to be a positive influencing factor on college choice.
Identifying as Legacy
While the identification of legacy varied in strength among all participants, two students
cited clear hesitation about their identification as a legacy student when applying to State
University. Once Mark decided that he was interested in attending State University, he went back
and forth about whether to identify as a legacy. Ultimately, Mark, recognizing the benefit his
legacy status afforded him in the application process, completed the family education
background information on the application to identify that he was a legacy. He noted his decision
was based on the fear he might be denied otherwise. Mark described his thought process:
For a while I didn’t have legacy on my application because I wanted an honest answer as
to if they thought I would do well [at State University] and not admit me based on the
fact that I was a legacy. And then I didn’t end up doing that just because I was worried I
wouldn’t get in.
Mark clearly understood that having a legacy status held the potential of tipping the scale for
admission.
For Charles, the hesitation to identify as a legacy came from the fact that he did not
consider himself a legacy in a traditional sense. His mother had not graduated from her doctoral
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program at State University and his sister was applying to transfer to State University while he
was applying to attend. Prior to completing his application, he described meeting with a
representative from the admissions office for clarity on whether he was even considered a legacy
student. Despite his own perception that he was not a legacy student, admissions informed him
that he was, and he ultimately identified as such on his application. Both Mark and Charles
realized that in checking the box indicating their legacy status that they may receive differential
treatment in the application process.
Deciding to Attend
As participants discussed the process by which they first considered attending State
University and then their final decision to enroll, four primary themes arose: familiarity with the
campus and university, distance from home, cost, and their legacy status and family pressure.
Perna’s (2006) model of college choice identifies four layers of influence that shape an
individual’s college choice decisions that range from family to external policy makers. However,
for these participants, it was primarily the first and second factors, habitus and school and
community context, which played the most important role for these participants.
A Familiar Place. A common theme for participants was a familiarity with the institution
that arose from frequent childhood visits, relationships with their parent’s friends from their time
at State University, and an understanding of the institution from stories they had heard growing
up. Just as several participants saw their familiarity with State University and their perception of
it as what a college should be as a key factor in their decision to apply, participants also saw this
familiarity as a deciding factor in their decision to commit to State University.
For Lauren, having grown up hearing stories of her dad’s experiences at State University
and being close with many people from her dad’s college years, there was a sense of familiarity
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with the institution that she believed was an underlying factor in her decision to attend. She
described this familiarity saying, “I knew the school a lot better and would hear my dad’s stories
about how much fun he had. It was a more well-known school to me. It made the school feel like
a place I could see myself.” This ability to see herself on campus because of the stories she heard
from her father and the visits she had growing up to campus, helped her make the decision
between State University and another institution. Lauren felt confident in attending as she could
see herself on campus at State University and saw the potential of having the same positive
experience as her father. The option of attending another college did not have the same sense of
fit or belonging.
Frank similarly used his familiarity when choosing between State University and what he
considered a similar institution. He reflected on his decision, saying:
I’m comfortable with State University. My parents exposed me to State University much
more than they would have if they hadn’t gone here, so I really got to understand
everything about this school and that was the more important thing.
He saw this early and consistent exposure to the institution by his parents as something that not
only helped him understand more about State University, but also increased his comfort level
with the institution, which he would not have had elsewhere. Although he seriously considered
another similar institution, the comfort he felt with State University gave it an added boost in his
preference and ultimate decision to attend.
Distance From Home. Institutional location is an important factor in college choice
(Perna, 2006). Students are more likely to be aware of an institution based on its proximity to
their home region or targeted marketing within their region. Institutions of higher education seek
to shape how prospective students in the region perceive the college or university and the value
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of their particular institutions. This heightened awareness and sense of value of the educational
experience at State University was identified by all of the participants who were in-state (9) or
from a state bordering that of State University (3). Several participants also noted that proximity
to home was a contributing factor in their decision to attend. Matt, an in-state student who grew
up in an urban area about 3 hours from State University, identified the distance as one of the
biggest factors in his decision to attend. He shared how he had decided not to attend another
institution because it was only a few miles from home, and he ruled out others in the southwest
part of the country because they were too far. He considered State University to be “close
enough, but far enough from family.”
Frank, growing up about an hour from State University not only saw the proximity of
State University to his home as a key factor in his decision to attend, but also as a beneficial part
of his overall experience, reflecting:
I thought State University was the perfect distance from home. I didn’t want to be at [two
other institutions in his hometown] where they could drop by whenever. But it’s nice just
having them be able to come here, hang out with me, and take me to a nice meal—just
have mom and dad around for a little bit. That’s been important.
For Frank, not only was the distance from home a primary factor in his decision to attend, he also
saw his parent’s ability and desire to visit as a beneficial part of his overall experience at State
University.
Julia, an out-of-state student, also saw value in the location of State University. Julia
highlighted the nearness of State University to her extended family as a contributing factor to her
decision to attend. She reflected that even though State University was far from home, she had
still had family nearby. Julia offered, “And so I was like okay, I’ll be far from my nuclear family,
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but I’ll have all my relatives near me so it wouldn’t be as big a deal.” The ability to connect to
family members helped in selecting State University given the sense of support students felt.
Although no participants were from the town where State University is located, distance
and accessibility to family played an important role in their decision to attend. Eight of the nine
in-state participants and one out-of-state participant with family living near State University
appreciated their ability to attend an institution some distance away from their home, but close
enough to return home without many challenges that might arise from being farther away. This
commitment to maintaining relationships with family, highlights a key component of the
experiences of these legacy students—the strength of familial bonds and the powerful role they
played in these student’s decisions and collegiate experience.
Cost. As a public institution, in-state students highlighted the cost of State University,
relative to other institutions they considered, as a primary factor in their decision to attend. It
played such a role, that of the nine in-state participants, four participants stated that had State
University not been a public in-state institution, they would not have even considered attending,
regardless of their legacy connection and three indicated that State University would not have
been their top choice if the cost increased significantly. Charles considered cost of attendance to
be the primary factor in his decision to attend State University. Thinking back on his decision he
stated, “I think it would have really impacted [my decision] financially. If it had been the cost of
a comparable private school then it probably would have been off the list.” He continued this
thinking when discussing his survey response where he indicated that if applying to college again
he would “probably attend” State University, describing how if he had the opportunity again, he
would have considered other schools and their financial aid packages, rather than applying only
to State University early decision because now he knew the full extent of the financial burden.
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Similarly, Caitlin saw cost as a large factor in her decision to apply, one that overrode the
benefit of her legacy status at State University. She described her cost-benefit analysis saying,
If my mom had gone to a college identical to State University but it was [out-of-state], I
probably would have picked a cheaper option in-state. I would’ve considered [State
University], but I would have had to apply for scholarships, financial aid, things I did for
other schools.
The rising cost of college weighs on the decision-making process for students and their families.
For the out-of-state students, the cost of attending State University was less of a factor, or
did not play a role at all, because finances were not a primary concern in their choice or the price
was comparable to the other private institutions they considered. Katherine, who considered
attending State University and two other private schools recognized that her parents were willing
to pay for whatever college she chose to attend, particularly as she considered schools with lower
tuition than her older sister’s. She stated “my parents were both happy that it was cheaper than
the others, but they didn’t really care—anything was cheaper than my sister’s school, so they
were just happy about that.” Many other out-of-state participants only considered State
University and private schools, indicating that they did not feel the same pressure that in-state
students felt to attend a more affordable institution. Whereas all in-state participants indicated
that cost played some role in their decision to attend State University, only two out-of-state
students (one of whom will soon be eligible for in-state tuition) felt that it was an important
factor in choosing between State University and other institutions.
For many participants, their ability to afford State University was a key factor in their
decision to attend. For in-state students, the affordability of State University over other
institutions led it to become a top college choice for them; for out-of-state students, their ability
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to afford an out-of-state education enabled State University to be an option for them as they
considered a number of comparably priced private institutions. The difference in the role that
cost played in college choice for in-state and out-of-state students, indicates that the factor of
legacy status may differ for students depending on family circumstances and personal choice
regarding how much they are willing to pay for college.
Legacy Status and Family Pressure. Although four participants indicated they felt
pressure to apply to State University, only one participant felt pressure to attend State University
because of their legacy connection. Some of the participants did feel more inclined to choose
State University over other institutions because they desired the family connection and legacy
experience. Other participants, however, indicated that while they felt confident their parents
would have supported their decision to attend another institution, they subconsciously felt as
though their parent’s connection and the ability to make their parents happy by attending State
University played a role in their decision.
David, the only participant who indicated that he did not want to attend State University,
felt forced by his father to attend. He described his father during the admission process as
encouraging him to apply to continue the legacy tradition, and then slowly becoming more
forceful about him choosing to attend saying:
Towards the end he was like, “If you don’t go to State University, I’m not going to help
pay for your college.” So, he twisted my arm into coming here. Because I put down a
deposit at another institution and he just immediately cut my 529. I didn’t feel that
pressured up until decisions came out. Once decisions came out, it was full stop do this or
I’m not helping you and that was super stressful for me.
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David continued his reflection, indicating that while he had never felt that State University was a
good fit for him, the immense pressure he felt from his father only strengthened his dislike of
State University. He described his reaction to having to attend reflecting, “It upset me a lot to
come here after explicitly not choosing to come here and then just being forced to backtrack and
come.” Even though David felt compelled to give in to the pressure he felt from his father so that
he could receive financial assistance in paying for his education, he held negative feelings about
his admission experience and his onboarding into State University because of his father’s
pressure regarding his legacy status. This negative perception led him to seriously consider
transferring from State University, something he said he decided against due to the fact that his
father would not provide financial support if he left State University, as well as his increased
feeling of belonging due to his fraternity membership and through choosing a major that he
enjoyed. However, in his survey responses he stated that he was not sure if he would return to
State University the next year—a fact that was not further discussed since David did not
participate in the final interview for the study.
In contrast, Jessica could tell that attending State University would make her father
happy, but she also sensed that he gave her room to make the decision herself. When reflecting
on the college search process she said, “My dad never tried to push State University. He wanted
me to make my own decision, but I knew things I knew it would make him happier and that
factored into the college decision.” While she was confident that it was the best fit for her and
that it was a place she would be successful, she was aware that her father, and her desire to
please him, had some influence on her decision.
Alice felt that her legacy status pushed her to attend because of her own desire to have
the legacy connection with her family. When thinking back to her decision to attend State
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University, she indicated that she realized that even though she might have been happy initially
at another institution, down the road she could see herself feeling left out of the family
connection to State University since not only had her parents attended State University, but her
only other sibling was already a legacy student at State University. Thus, she made the decision
to attend, saying, “I think having that family bond and connection as a result of being at the
school I think it was something that was attractive because this is pretty cool that we get to
continue this family tradition we have.” For Alice, she saw how her brother’s legacy status
strengthened his relationship with their parents and created a special bond and she decided that
that was also important for her to have throughout her collegiate experience. In her case, the
strength of her legacy connection was linked to the fact that not only had both of her parents
attended State University, but also her only sibling. The strength of these connections played a
role in her decision making to attend. Alice noted had she not gone to State University, she
would be left out of an experience that the rest of her family shared.
For students who saw their legacy status as the reason they attended State University, the
way in which it impacted their decision to attend also impacted their collegiate experience. For
David, the negative experience he had permeated the rest of his collegiate experience and
ultimately his relationship with his father. He indicated that he has not spoken to his father much
since he matriculated at State University and that throughout his first year, he was less inclined
to engage on campus because he had no desire to be a part of the campus community. On the
other hand, Alice and others who saw their family connection as a positive reason to attend State
University, felt that their family connection to the institution not only made for a more positive
overall collegiate experience, but beneficial to their relationship with their family.
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Perception of Legacy Status and Other Admission Preference
At the time of data generation in 2019, college admissions were at the forefront of the
news, focused on Operation Varsity Blues, a case in which parents paid up to $500,000 to
manipulate test scores or bribe university officials in relation to their children’s admission to elite
universities (Bruenig, 2019; Davoren, 2019; Golden & Burke, 2019; Medina et al., 2019). In
discussion of this college admission scandal, participants reflected on their own perceptions of
admission preference and their feelings regarding the possibility that they had received
admission preference as a legacy student.
Participants were quick to delineate between the bribery and illegality they saw as a part
of Operation Varsity Blues, and legacy status, which they considered to be a legal admission
preference. No doubt the participants sought to be clear on this delineation to highlight that the
admission preference they received was legal and appropriate and that their parents did not use
bribes to gain their admission like others have (Golden, 2006). However, several did note that
they were surprised those engaged in the scandal resorted to illegal measures to assist in their
children’s admission when the participants saw other legal ways in which a parent could bolster
their child’s chances for admission.
Lauren reflected on her perception of her peers applying to college and the ways she saw
their families using any means necessary to boost their admission chances. She reflected on her
high school experience, saying about some of her peers:
Their parents would just donate a building. People would say they got in because of this
x, y, z connection. I don’t even put it past those kids at my high school for their parents
doing something like [what the varsity blues parents did].
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Similarly, Katherine saw her peers having private college counselors and paid help to navigate
the admission process.
John saw the benefit of admitting legacies over other students, reflecting that admissions
may not want to “roll the dice on somebody who might be a first generation college student who
might drop out” as opposed to admitting a legacy student “who was consistent, that wants to be
here, who has that pressure to stay here.” Although John seemed to recognize the privilege he
potentially received due to his parents’ collegiate experience, he did not believe that he was less
capable or less worthy of admission. Instead, he saw his connection as beneficial to the
institution and more of a guarantee of his academic success and persistence compared to students
who receive other admission preferences.
When asked about how they saw their own legacy preference in contrast to the
admissions scandal, participants recognized that they may have received a benefit from their
family connection, but did not see a connection between their preference and that of students
whose parents had used finances to impact their child’s admission. Critically, however, they did
understand that they may have received differential treatment in the admission process.
Considering the Weight. Participants indicated an uncertainty as to how much weight
their legacy status gave to their application for admission to State University. Even though all
participants were confident that they were admissible based on their own merit and high school
performance, several reflected that they were not sure, and would never be sure, how much of an
impact their legacy status played.
For many participants, their knowledge of how they compared to their peers in high
school led to increased confidence in their admissibility regardless of their legacy status. Colin,
who attended a private high school, indicated that his high school had provided information on
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all of the students in his class saying, “you could look at everyone’s GPA and SAT that got into
every school and I knew based on mine I was above what most people who got [into State
University].” Because of his ability to see where he ranked in comparison to his peers and the
schools that they were admitted to, he felt that he was a strong candidate for State University and
that that played a larger role in his admission to State University than his legacy status.
Julia also saw her high school having a large role in her confidence that her academics
played a large role in her admissibility. However, she also indicated some doubt of this based on
the family connections she had at all of the schools to which she was admitted. When describing
the role her high school preparation held in her admissibility, she reflected:
I went to a college prep school and having that background and I was one of the top
students. State University is a good school but it’s not impossible to get into—I felt like
this was more in the middle of my range of schools.
Despite her confidence in her admissibility, she noted that she struggled with the connections she
had to the schools where she was admitted saying “I only got into these three schools—what if
the reason I got in was because of my personal connection and I’m not good enough to be there.”
While she stated that this doubt about family connections playing a large role in her admission
had faded as she found success at State University, it was something that had been a large
concern when going through the admission process. Despite this, once on campus, her concerns
over why she was admitted and whether she was capable of meeting the academic standards
dissipated as she found herself performing on par with her peers and finding academic success.
Contrast With Other Admission Preference. When asked to think about the college
admission scandal and their own legacy status and the admission preference it may have granted
them, participants often cited other admission preferences that they perceived as stronger than
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legacy status. Participants cited race or ethnicity, athletic ability, financial status, and residency
as more important to admission committees than a family connection.
Charles highlighted that on-campus he felt as if there was greater discussion about the
fairness of in-state admission versus out-of-state, and that based on discussions with his peers he
felt that a student being in-state provided the greatest advantage and admission preference. He
reflected, “there’s a lot of discussion of equity in admissions and unfair advantage and I would
say the highest one is in-state/out-of-state.” Although he was an in-state student and at the time
of admission did not see his residency giving him an unfair advantage, once on campus, he felt
that others saw his in-state status as playing a role in his admission, more so than his legacy
status. Because of the requirement that State University admit a certain percentage of in-state
students, he felt that out-of-state students saw themselves at a disadvantage as they had increased
competition for a smaller percentage of space in the incoming class. Importantly, Charles himself
did not perceive his in-state and legacy status as providing him with a double advantage in the
admission process.
Mark perceived that athletes were given a large admission preference that did not serve
the institution well. While he believed that the athletic admission policy at State University
promoted the admission of a more diverse pool of students, he saw the policy as one that simply
looked to admit athletically competitive students, not academically competitive students. Mark
felt as though he would rather see State University be a Division III school in which students are
more likely to have academic merit weighed equally against athletic merit. He expanded on his
stance saying,
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Why not give scholarships to the kids who are top academically that are black and
Hispanic and LGBTQ or wherever we see our weak spot—why do it through athletics
where it’s just an excuse to put more money in the athletics department?
This perception shaped his feelings on the athletics program at State University and his feelings
about the institution’s approach to improving diversity among the student body. Even though he
did not personally know any of the students who benefitted from an admission preference
because they were recruited for an athletics team, he perceived that it detracted from the mission
of State University.
The Legacy Experience: Impacts on Self-Efficacy and Engagement
Although participants felt that their legacy status was a large part of their admission
experience at State University, the majority of participants felt that it was not something they
identified with strongly after arriving on campus. Several common themes arose about the
impact of their legacy status on their collegiate experience. First, participants did not feel that
they were negatively stereotyped by their peers and faculty at State University based on their
status. Second, those who did identify with their legacy status as students found that the
moments when they felt most strongly connected to their status was when engaging with other
legacy students, whether through friendships or through institutional events specifically for
legacy students and their parents. Additionally, many participants felt that their legacy status
increased their self-efficacy and positively impacted their engagement, both academically and
outside of the classroom. Finally, participants saw their legacy status a playing a role in the ways
they intended to continue to engage with State University as alumni.
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Facing the Stereotype
Stereotype threat is defined as the “risk of confirming, as self-characteristic, a negative
stereotype about one’s group” (Steele & Aronson, 1995, p. 797). Opinions among the general
public have shifted in recent years with less of the population believing there is value in legacy
admissions, and critics claiming that the preferential treatment of legacy students in the
admissions process favors students of a lesser caliber simply because of their family connection
to the institution (Editorial Board, 2019). Aware of the negative perceptions that exist about
legacy status, participants in this study highlighted the ways in which they faced this negative
stereotype and how it impacted their experience at State University. Although participants felt
there was a negative stereotype of their legacy status because of the assumption of preferential
admission treatment, most participants were most struck by the perception of others that as a
legacy student their sole reason to attend State University was because of their legacy
connection. Four participants felt that the negative perception that they knew or believed their
peers held about their legacy status compelled them to work harder academically and be more
involved to prove that they deserved to attend State University and were not simply “coasting
through” as a result of their parents’ connections to the institution. Importantly though, in spite
of their feelings that they must work harder and be more engaged on campus, no participants
believed that they were in any way confirming the negative stereotype that they perceived others
might have held about their status and possible preferential treatment during admission.
Defending Their Decision. Participants indicated that their peers, faculty, and staff often
learned of their legacy status organically, through casual conversations about family or when the
participants would mention their family connection to State University. Based on these
conversations, the perceptions participants believed others held about them as legacy students
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focused on their decisions to attend State University rather than preferential admission treatment.
Many indicated that they perceived others thought the only reason they chose to attend State
University was either because their parents made them or because of their family connections.
They perceived that others did not view their choice to attend State University as wholly their
own, which was actually true for David who felt coerced to attend State University. For the rest
of the participants however, they felt strongly that they had made the decision to attend State
University on their own based on their own preferences and desires.
Caitlin felt that most perceptions about her legacy status were positive; however, she
noted that she had encountered some individuals that had negative or negative seeming reactions
when they discovered her legacy status. She described these encounters saying “some people
think it’s negative like you’re just [attending] because your parents did. It makes me a feel sad. I
try to like justify I ended up coming here because it was the best option for my family.” Her
indication that this was best for her family, and not just for her, highlights the ways in which the
college choice process is one that is multi-faceted and often extends beyond the student,
including family and other factors that may restrict or impact a student’s decision (Perna, 2006).
Although she did not feel that she changed her behaviors based on this specific perception of
others, she did feel that she had to defend her decision to attend State University more than nonlegacy students simply because of the assumption that others made that she only attended
because of her family connection. This highlights the perception that certain motivations to
attend an institution such as academic rigor, cost, or sense of belonging are perceived as better or
more acceptable than others, such as a family connection (Nurnberg et al., 2012).
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Lauren felt that she had experienced negative reactions from other students and perceived
that when they questioned her legacy status they made assumptions about her admissibility and
decision to attend. She reflected,
I’ve had interactions with other students who are like “Oh, you’re legacy. Is that why you
got in? Is that why you wanted to come here?” I don’t like it because I don’t think it’s
true. And I didn’t come here because my dad went here. That’s the connotation of legacy
students, and I understand why it is, so I get it, but I don’t really like it.
Having high school peers who had gotten into their respective institutions after their parents had
made sizeable donations, Lauren understood the perceptions of others about the role her status
might have played in her admission to State University, but she was still confident in her own
admissibility and felt strongly that she had made the decision to attend on her own, outside of the
connection her dad had with State University.
Making Their Mark. Research focused on stereotype threat often looks to negative
academic performance by individuals who change their behavior after internalizing the
stereotype that others hold about them (Spencer et al., 1999; Steele & Aronson, 1995). The
stereotype associated with legacy status is that students are admitted to an institution because of
their family connection, regardless of their academic achievements in high school or their
preparedness for the institution. In this study however, several participants indicated that they
combatted the negative stereotypes held by others about legacy students by performing well
academically or intentionally seeking opportunities to engage across campus that would show
that they deserved their place on campus at State University. While they did not believe
themselves to be inferior or less prepared to be successful than their peers, they did feel the need
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to change their behavior to combat the negative perceptions they believe others might have of
them as legacy students.
Shannon felt that rather than a negative or positive reaction from others regarding her
legacy status, most of her peers and professors were more surprised that she was a legacy
student. She reflected on their surprise saying:
I feel like most people are really surprised for some reason that I’m a legacy. I think part
of that is because I really worked pretty hard to make my spot on campus. I was never
that student slacking or falling asleep in class. That was just never who I was. Most
classes have that one kid where you’re like, “How did you get here?” And I was never
that kid.
The reactions from Shannon’s faculty and peers highlights the assumptions about legacy students
as being less than other students who were admitted without a family connection.
Engaging as Legacies
State University schedules several events throughout a student’s collegiate experience
that are marketed strictly to legacy students and their families. Prior to admission, students are
invited to campus to participate in a weekend that is marketed as a way to learn about college
admissions. During this weekend, legacy students are given the opportunity to interview with
admission deans (something unavailable to the general applicant pool), and attend various
workshops focused on how to be a competitive applicant at State University or other similar
institutions. During parent and family weekend, a brunch event is held for legacy students and
their families which typically includes a meet and greet with the president. Finally, during
commencement weekend there is a brunch for graduating legacy students and their families. In
addition to these annually scheduled events, the institution will often host legacy specific events
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during campus-wide events celebrating the anniversaries of admission of specific populations to
the institution.
Participants in this study had varied engagement with these activities with nine
participants indicating that they had attended legacy events six indicating that they had not
attended and one was unaware that these events existed. Although there did not seem to be any
correlation between feelings on legacy status and decisions to attend these events, common
themes that arose were feelings that these events were a positive way to connect with friends and
other legacy families, students feeling that these events were tailored to parents, not students,
that these events were marketing tools more than a way to connect, and that decisions to attend
or not were often made based on decisions about how they wanted to spend time together as a
family.
A Way to Connect. Some participants saw legacy events as a positive way to connect
with other legacy families and to interact with students who were having similar experiences to
their own. Mark described attending a legacy brunch during parent’s weekend and the
connection that he made between his friends and their parents. He described the event saying,
“it’s pretty fun, like we go there, and you sit down with your friend, and then their parents were
friends with your parents and haven’t seen each other in 20 years.” He found that during these
events he was able to make deeper connections with his legacy peers and that his parents were
also able to reconnect with individuals from their own time at State University.
Henry was able to meet new people at the legacy event he attended. Going to a brunch
during parent’s weekend he said, “my dad knew a couple of people there and I was talking to
their kids. It was a good way to connect with other people having similar experiences.” Similar
to the ways in which organizations on campus connect students of similar backgrounds or with
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similar interests, Henry felt that the legacy event forged connections that he would not have
found otherwise. Because of the positive experience he had at the event, he indicated that should
his parents return to campus when similar events were taking place, he would like to attend again
to continue to make those legacy connections.
For the Parents. For several participants, there was a feeling that while both parents and
students were invited to legacy events, the events were more for parents than anyone else.
Participants held this perception based on the fact that high level institutional officials were
usually invited to speak, which led to parents wanting to attend for the opportunity for face-time,
or because the students saw their parents more engaged with other parents than the participants
were with other students.
Alice attended various events throughout her time at State University, including the
legacy admissions weekend and a brunch during parents’ weekend. She described her perception
of the events saying, “I don’t really understand the legacy thing, so I’ve always kind of thought it
was a weird situation to have special events for legacies, but I did them because my mom wanted
me to.” For her mom, there was a desire to attend a brunch because the president of the
institution would be there, and she wanted to have the opportunity to meet him. Regarding the
admission events, Alice perceived that the primary purpose of the event was to satisfy parents
and “maybe make the parents feel like ‘whew, my kid’s going to go to the school that I love.’”
Although Alice was happy to attend these events to satisfy her mom, she did not personally feel a
strong inclination to attend and saw the events as something that catered more to the interests of
parents than students.
Shannon also attended a brunch at her mother’s insistence but felt that it was more of a
positive experience for her mom than for her. She recollected,
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I just remember it being freshman year and being like this is ridiculous. I think she had a
better time than I did because it was freshman year and I didn’t know many people
whereas she was talking to friends.
In spite of her discomfort in attending this event, Shannon did attend the legacy event taking
place during graduation weekend, but found that even four years later, it was still mostly parents
talking to each other or families keeping to themselves rather than large groups mingling and
getting to know each other.
Emily also attended the legacy admission weekend and a brunch with her parents and just
like Shannon and Alice, found that it was mostly parents making connections with each other.
She described her experience saying “I would say it was fine, it was just something I went to
with my parents. It was a lot of the parents talking to each other and discussing their time at State
University.” For Emily, the legacy connection at these events was strongest amongst the parents,
and not something that increased the bond between the student and parent or connected students
to each other through their common experience.
Participants who attended these events saw them more as something that highlighted their
parent’s nostalgia for the institution, rather than a way to foster a connection with legacy students
and the institution. Instead of the students becoming more engaged at these events, the students
who attended these legacy events throughout their time at State University saw consistently that
students kept to themselves while their parents networked or that entire family units did not
engage with others. Participants felt that by bringing in specific speakers to these events, often
high-level institutional officials, their parents were more inclined to attend. Because of their
parent’s desire to meet and engage with those officials, participants perceived they were strongly
encouraged to attend these events.
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A Marketing Tool. There were some participants who perceived that these legacy
specific events at State University were more of a marketing tool that the institution used, rather
than a heartfelt way to connect legacy families with each other and the institution. John was
preparing for graduation and noted that he was being invited to events simply because of his
legacy status. He did not recollect being invited to other events during his time at State
University other than when he was first admitted and felt that the institution was more focused
on the business aspect of the legacy experience and the way it benefitted the institution, rather
than on the experience of the student. He described his feelings saying:
When you get admitted it’s all “rah, rah, rah” for the parents. And there’s nothing for
about 4 years and then the parents are back, you’re graduating, and now all of a sudden
there’s a bunch of events. So you know, legacy seems to be important when it’s
convenient for the college and when it’s convenient for the parents. As a student I think
the legacy aspect is really for businesses benefit.
Because he felt that his legacy status was more of a marketing tool for the institution and that
these events were simply a way to try to bring in more money from parents and future alumni,
John did not see his legacy status as playing a large role in who he was as a student, it was
simply another identifying factor that the institution used to track and market directly to him and
his family.
Caitlin had similar feelings about the purpose of legacy events and saw State University
using them as a way to encourage families to not only donate more money, but also to set up
families to want to send their children to the institution in the future, guaranteeing more revenue
for the school. While she had not attended any legacy events during her time at State University,
she reflected on her perceptions of them saying:
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I understand why it’s positive, but it can be a fake image that you’re trying to sell. It’s a
great marketing scheme—it’s about family and getting your family to pay tuition, spend
money on the college and give back.
For Caitlin it seemed that the institution’s emphasis on legacy students and their families was not
meant to strengthen connections to the school or to emphasis family bonds but was simply an
attempt to ensure continued revenue.
Time Better Spent Elsewhere. Six participants indicated that they were aware of legacy
events at State University but had not attended. Three stated that they had not attended because
their parents did not visit campus and thus they did not feel inclined to go to an event tailored to
both parents and students. For the other three, they perceived that their family was more inclined
to spend time together or with their own friends through their own informal legacy events, than
at an institutional event where they might now know any other attendees.
Frank discussed how during homecoming and parents weekend, when these legacy events
are taking place, that his family was trying to make the most of their time together and with their
friends, and thus do not include the institution’s legacy events in their schedules. He described a
typical parents or homecoming weekend stating,
They have a bunch of friends who are here and they have a big plan, so it’s just a busy
time. We have our own agendas, but we’re also trying to spend as much time with each
other as possible.
Because of the closeness of his family, and the fact that his parents still had many friends who
were also closely connected to the institution and visited for these large weekend celebrations,
there was less of an inclination to attend institutional events, so they could focus their time on the
connections and relationships they already had by having their own shadow legacy gatherings.
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Lauren perceived that her family did not attend legacy events because her parents did not
care as much about their legacy status as much as they did about simply spending time together
on campus. Although her parents did not attend parents weekend, she stated that they regularly
attended homecoming and that they “have their own things that they’d rather be doing” than
attending an institutional legacy specific event. She described their decision saying “we don’t
really reflect on the fact that we’re a part of this legacy group” but rather just enjoy the fact that
they are all together in the same place. Additionally, because her father is still closely connected
with his classmate from his time at State University, she believes there is more of an interest in
spending time with his friends and their children who are now at State University, than with a
group of individuals they do not know but simply have legacy status in common.
The lack of interest in legacy events voiced by Julia stemmed from her parents’
preference for family time as well as what she perceived as their introverted nature. When
discussing their decision to not attend these events she said, “my family likes to do celebration
things with just our family; big get-togethers with these people we’ve never met before we’re
just going to stand in a corner together.” Unlike Frank and Lauren, Julia’s family’s lack of
interest in the events was not impacted by other relationships on campus that took precedence
over a State University legacy event. Rather, there was little to no interest in making connections
based on their legacy status with other families, particularly at times when they simply wanted to
be together as a family unit.
Continuing the Legacy
Many legacy students have had alumni experiences through their parents, grandparents,
or siblings. All participants in this study indicated that they had spent time at State University as
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a child, had engaged with their parents’ classmates, or had heard stories from their parents about
their experiences at State University.
Participants in this study had clear visions of how they intended to engage as alumni with
State University based on their family legacy and their own college experiences. For all
participants, their individual experiences at State University and the ways they had engaged with
the institution had the greatest impact on how they envisioned their future alumni experiences.
As identified in Bean and Eaton’s (2002) model, the institutional environment and the integration
and self-efficacy participants found on campus impacted their attitudes and intentions to stay
committed to State University post-graduation. Key themes that arose were if and how they
intended to contribute monetarily to State University, if and how often they intended to visit the
institution after graduation, and how, if at all, their parents’ engagement as alumni influenced
their own intentions as future alumni of State University.
Monetary Contributions. When asked to think about the ways in which they saw
themselves engaging with State University post-graduation, donating to the school came up for
many participants. Three-quarters of participants indicated that they did intend to donate to State
University when they were alumni; however, each indicated that they perceived that their
financial contributions to the institution would not start until they had been steadily employed for
several years. Participants indicated that they were more likely to donate to specific areas on
campus, whether that be to specific organizations, academic departments, or scholarship funds,
rather than to the general fund. The perception of participants was that the general fund would
not support the areas on campus that had impacted their own individual experiences and was not
used to promote the mission of the institution. Caitlin, who had worked on-campus for the phone
bank that reached out to alumni for donations, gave her thoughts on her future donations:
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I kind of learned that if you donate to a specific fund, like student organizations or a
scholarship fund, it’s going directly to that. It’s not going to build a new media center
instead of a new dorm which is what we actually need, because students at the end of the
day don’t really get to decide what buildings are being built. So, I’d actually like to
donate to the scholarship fund, because then I know where it’s going.
This type of targeted giving highlights important elements of Caitlin’s campus experience, and
the feelings of connections she has to the campus. Like her parents, Caitlin already has fond
memories of her college experience at State University.
Charles, also saw himself also being intentional and purposeful about where he donated
money, indicating that he would donate to specific departments and campus organizations with
which he was engaged. He expanded on his expectations saying that by donating “I don’t see
myself being connected as an alum to the college officially, it’s more likely I would be
connected to my organizations and people from those specific organizations.” This decision to
only contribute to specific areas on campus where he felt a personal connection, reflected his
survey responses that indicated that his most positive on-campus experiences had been with
students and his experiences with staff on campus had been more negative. Whereas he saw great
benefits in the student relationships he had formed with classmates and friends within
organizations, his overall perception of the institution through his interactions with faculty and
staff were more negative and influenced the connection he felt to the school as a whole.
Returning to Campus. For many participants, the concept of being an actively engaged
alum was closely tied to returning to campus to visit, either for official campus events, or on
their own throughout the years. Depending on where they saw themselves living after
graduation, participants saw themselves either visiting frequently or only occasionally for large
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campus events such as homecoming. Matt, who was graduating a year early, planned to return
more regularly during the first year as an alumnus to connect with his friends and in regards to
the future said,
I feel like I’ll come back for all the homecomings ‘cause that would be fun. It’s a great
campus and I like it, so I know I’ll be back probably once or twice a year as long as I can
get the time off.
He expanded on this, stating that he hoped to stay involved with his fraternity, which would
require regular visits to campus. He saw returns to campus not only as something that he wanted
to do for his own pleasure, but also as a way to remain connected in important ways to an
organization that was a key part of his college experience.
John saw his legacy connection as a driver in how often he saw himself visiting campus.
He reflected:
As a legacy, I would say that I do feel a little bit more attached to the area. I’ve spent the
better part of 20 years of my life with this place. It’s not just college. I’d come back for
sports events, whenever I just enjoy the area, the history, and my personal relationship
with that. I’d be more likely to I think just show up out of the blue to visit. I’m probably
more likely to do that than come back during homecoming.
He saw his relationship with State University and the surrounding area as different than his peers
because of his legacy status and perceived that he would visit the area more often not just
because of his time at the institution, but because he had grown up with the institution.
Family Impressions. The five participants who had very strong, positive feelings about
their legacy status were more likely to see connections between how their parents were engaged
as alumni and their own intentions to be actively engaged as alumni in the future. A common
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thread for these participants was their parents’ emotional connection to State University and
many memories from their childhood surrounding State University, whether through visits,
reunions, or frequent stories about their parents’ time at the institution.
Growing up, Frank often visited State University with his family, for football games,
tailgates, and casual visits to campus. He discussed how fondly he remembered those family trips
and how he would like to continue a similar tradition with his own family one day:
I would like to come back more often when I have a family and kind of expose my family
to State University similar to like my parents did because I knew that was an important
aspect of my childhood. I thought what my dad, mom, and grandfather exposed me to
when I was little was perfect. It’s something that I really enjoyed and I hope that when I
have kids then they can kind of experience something similar to that.
Lauren, who also had positive memories as a child attending get-togethers with her dad and his
State University roommates, both on and off campus, saw her own alumni experience closely
mirroring the ways in which she saw her father engaged. She described the influence her father’s
engagement had on her own potential engagement saying,
I see my dad’s relationship with this school and I’m like that would probably be me
because that’s how I see an alum of State University acting. I’d like to see myself still
hanging out with my college friends when I’m that old.
For Lauren, seeing her dad’s experience not only inspired her to attend State University, but
shaped her vision of the strength of relationships that is possible after graduation. By simply
being a legacy student, Lauren was primed to have certain expectations about the college
experience and the alumnus experience.
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Nearly all participants saw their legacy status as a positive aspect of their experience, and
also saw the benefits of staying connected to State University after graduation, whether through
their own future families or through their collegiate relationships they hoped would last. Just as
their views of what their collegiate experiences at State University would be like were shaped by
their parents’ experiences, their perceptions of how to engage as alumni and how to keep strong
connections with the institution were influenced by their perception of their parents’ alumnus
experience. The level of self-efficacy held by students influences their college experiences.
Self-Efficacy
Student success and integration is impacted by each individual’s self-assessment of their
capabilities, which influences the ways in which they choose to engage with the institution. As
Bean and Eaton’s (2002) model indicates, students who have positive self-assessments are more
likely to have positive feelings about institutional fit, feel more loyal to their institution, and are
motivated to engaged and persist. These self-assessments focus on three aspects of self-efficacy:
self-regulatory efficacy or the belief that they are able to manage themselves and the necessary
tasks to meet academic standards and goals, academic self-efficacy reflecting their perception of
their ability to meet their academic goals, and social self-efficacy which accounts for a student’s
belief of their ability to engage in social situations and maintain relationships.
Participants in this study indicated varying levels of each type of self-efficacy in their
own self-assessments of their ability to persist and succeed at State University. In completing the
survey, most participants indicated high self-efficacy in all three domains identified in the CSEI:
academic, social, and personal. In interviews, highlighting the cyclical nature of learning from
their experiences, many of the participants indicated high self-efficacy based on their past
experiences. Other participants indicated that they felt confident in their abilities to be successful
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because of their abilities to manage their time and academic demands they faced on campus.
Lastly, some participants attributed their confidence in their abilities to succeed at State
University to peer support and their ability to maintain strong relationships.
Transition to College
A key component of how students perceived their self-efficacy at State University hinged
on their perceptions of their transitions to college life and the academic expectations of State
University. In contrast to prior research on legacy students (Martin & Spenner, 2009), the
participants in this study felt as though they were as prepared, if not more prepared, than their
peers to succeed academically at State University. All of the participants indicated that their high
schools had encouraged academic excellence and had pushed them to make greater academic
efforts and helped them feel prepared to manage academic expectations. Additionally, some saw
their abilities to transfer credit into their curricula at State University as a key component of their
ability to transition into the academic discipline, whereas others saw their ability to take a gap
year as critical in their adjustment to college. Finally, those who were involved in Greek
organizations saw those communities as playing key roles in their abilities to be academically
successful at State University. It is important to note that many of these transitions that aided in
the participants’ feelings of positive self-efficacy were rooted in privilege. As noted in other
research on legacy students, this population often enters college with greater privilege than their
peers (Martin & Spenner, 2009; Schmidt, 2010). The participants in this study confirmed their
privilege when they noted attending their private high schools, their ability to afford to take gap
years, and their ability to afford to join Greek organizations, which come with a significant
financial burden in the form of dues and other monetary obligations.
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High School Preparation. Based on Barron’s (2017) criteria, State University is
considered a “most competitive institution” (p. 255). Colleges that are considered most
competitive typically require high school rank in the top 10-20% and high school grades ranging
from A to B+. The participants in this study came from varied high school experiences with
students from public, private, and boarding schools. Despite these different experiences, many
saw their high school experiences as an important factor in their confidence and ability to
succeed academically. Preparation in high school was important to participants as it shaped their
perceptions of their ability to be successful and for many provided a rigorous academic
experience. This high school preparation helped negate the risk of stereotype threat for the
participants as they knew that they were academically on par with their peers at State University.
Katherine remarked “coming from my high school, which was very competitive and very like,
trying to get you to be engaged, it was definitely kind of an easy transition for me” to be engaged
in academics at State University. Caitlin expressed a similar sentiment, attributing her confidence
that she was prepared for academics at State University, saying:
I think where my boarding school really excelled was teaching me how to read
effectively and speak to others and create really good conversation and debate in the
classroom…my school definitely prepared me for less busy work and more college type
work.
Having these strong, positive high school experiences, helped participants in the transition to
State University academics, but also made a positive impact on their self-efficacy and their belief
that they would be successful academically in the future at State University.
Transfer Credits. State University has a liberal transfer credit policy, with most
incoming first-year students bringing in transfer credit from pre-matriculation exams or dual
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enrollment experiences. Institutional policy allows transfer credit to count directly towards major
and minor requirements, as well as some general education requirements. This policy played an
important role for three participants who saw their transfer credit as an important factor in their
ability to be successful academically or to reduce the overall cost of their attendance. Colin
attributed his success within his major to the fact that his Advanced Placement credit applied to
introductory courses within his major, thus allowing him to quickly move into higher level
coursework and home in on an area of interest within that major. Lauren expressed a similar
sentiment, indicating that her transfer credit allowed her to complete her primary major quickly
and thus she was able to add on a second major that provided her with a well-rounded academic
experience for her future career. For Matt, his ability to bring in transfer credit reduced the
number of credits necessary for graduation, enabling him to graduate a year early and focus more
on preparation for becoming a Certified Public Accountant. These students felt that their ability
to bring in transfer credit reduced their stress about the academic curriculum as they were able to
move more quickly through the requirements and could direct their focus away from prerequisites and towards higher level coursework. Additionally, their college level credit indicated
they had previous success with college level coursework which could counter the negative
implication that they were only admitted due to family connections.
Gap Year Experience. Two of the students in this study participated in gap year
experiences. Emily spent a year working for Americorps and Lauren spent her gap year studying
abroad in South America. During their gap year experiences, both Emily and Lauren felt that
they gained the skills and focus necessary to navigate their collegiate experience. Lauren
described the positive impact of her experience living alone abroad as giving her the “confidence
to be fine living in a college dorm and meeting new people.” By having this experience away
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from her parents and having to navigate unfamiliar territory on her own, she felt that she gained a
skill set that prepared her to navigate the college experience and feel confident that she would
navigate it successfully. Emily described a similar experience, explaining that her gap year had
helped her learn new responsibilities and how to be an adult. As a result, for both Lauren and
Emily, they came into college feeling less concerned about the transition to being on their own
without their parents and more confident in their ability to tackle the challenges that might arise
during their time at State University.
Greek Support. Ten participants were active in social sororities or fraternities and felt
strongly that their Greek organization was valuable in their transition to State University and that
it provided the necessary support to encourage their academic efforts. David described the role
his fraternity brothers played in his experience:
The brothers in my fraternity have helped me a lot with my grades. My grades have been
pretty poor since getting here, ‘cause just the lack of engagement, a total lack of desire to
go to my classes. They really helped me pull out of that kind of [that] tailspin and keep
me engaged.
Katherine similarly saw her sorority as a valuable resource, something the organization put a
large emphasis on. She remarked, “they have different study hours that you can attend, and they
definitely are pushing being able to have that resource within the sorority.” Katherine saw this
resource and structure as beneficial to her own academic experience as it pushed her to focus
more on her academic efforts.
Even though research has shown that participation in Greek life has a negative effect on
academic performance (De Donato & Thomas, 2017), the legacy participants in this study who
were actively engaged in social Greek organizations perceived that their engagement in those
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organizations was beneficial and aided in their academic success. Legacy Greek participants
believed that their Greek organizations were key in not only encouraging their academic
engagement, but also in helping them find success as they transitioned from high school to State
University academic standards.
Past Success Leads to Future Success
For many participants, experiencing success in the classroom and in academic pursuits
led them to feel more confident and believe they would find continued success in their future
academic endeavors. Hannah described her self-assessment saying “it was mostly just that I felt
like if I had done so much beforehand I was like, I can figure this out…I can handle this.”
Similarly, Charles described an increase in his self-efficacy as he spent more time at State
University:
That [feeling I could be successful] definitely is something that has changed in the past
year. I came in very, I guess I wasn’t super confident…kind of I guess insecure. But I
think because of my experiences here and the success I’ve had has made me feel more
confident. I think everyone’s kind of nervous about it when they get to college if they
don’t know what to expect. Especially here because everyone in high school, was like
good grades and then you get here….But like if this is stuff I’m doing in my fall semester
and spring semester my first year, then like, I can do it for the next few years.
However, he also recognized the flexibility of his self-efficacy and that he would continue to
reevaluate and go through self-assessments based on grades and how he felt he was doing
academically. At the culmination of his first year he was feeling positive about his ability to
manage his academic experience and be successful, and he recognized that his assessment might
change as he encountered new challenges and experiences.
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Managing it All
The ability to manage their time played a large role in how participants perceived their
self-regulatory efficacy. Self-regulatory efficacy is an individual’s belief that they can manage
themselves and the necessary tasks to meet academic standards and goals (Zimmerman, 1995).
Noting another aspect of privilege in his experience, Colin indicated that he felt high selfregulatory efficacy, mostly because he did not face certain restrictions that others might face
such as needing to hold a job while enrolled and he was also able to move off campus. He
indicated:
I don’t have to work while I’m here…so like that frees up time for me to be able to apply
all my time to class. I was able to move off campus…and I think that just frees up your
lifestyle so you can really be in control of how you spend your time.
Henry described feeling nervous about his transition to college and whether or not he would be
able to manage his time well since he had not been responsible for that in the past, however as he
gained “a pretty solid grasp on my classes and my workload” and was now more confident that
he would continue to be successful at State University.
Katherine also felt that her ability to manage her time well was an important factor in her
self-regulatory efficacy. However, despite her confidence, she indicated that she had not
managed her time well when she first arrived on campus, but as she learned to manage it more
effectively, her self-efficacy increased dramatically. She reflected:
I didn’t know how to manage my time because in high school I’d go to school and then
do homework. It was very structured versus when I got here it was like I have a random
3-hour block in my day, what am I going to do now? [I figured it out through] a lot of
trial and error.
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This trial and error came about through watching others in her organizations and learning how
she was most productive during those free times that she had not encountered before. But
through learning how to manage her time and finding herself becoming more productive and
prepared for her academics, Katherine felt her self-efficacy increase and she felt confident it
would continue to increase as she kept managing her time well throughout her time at State
University.
A Network of Support
Social-self efficacy is indicated by a student’s confidence in their ability to make and
maintain friendships and relationships (Sherer & Adams, 1983; H. M. Smith & Betz, 2000). For
most of the participants, social engagement was a vital aspect of their collegiate experience. In
completing the online survey, most students’ self-perception was that they were very to
extremely confident in their ability to engage in social interactions ranging from socializing with
roommates to making friends. Discussing their survey answers in the second interview,
participants indicated that these social interactions and relationships provided a layer of support
that impacted their self-efficacy and confidence in their ability to be successful at State
University. Frank described his social fraternity as a key resource in his ability to navigate and
feel confident in the academic landscape of State University, saying “I think that’s just helped
me so much. I know parts of freshman year were tough adjusting academically…and just having
guys you can talk to about it and share those experiences with and see what you’re going
through.” Similarly, Alice indicated that she saw her strong relationships with her family as
invaluable in helping her feel more confident in her academic abilities. Seeing her own
confidence heavily impacted by the confidence her family had in her abilities, Alice indicated
that she relies on her family to a great extent when she faces overwhelming challenges in her
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academic experience. However, knowing that they believed in her, led her to have higher selfefficacy and feeling very confident that she would find continued success in her academics.
Legacy Leg-Up
For several participants, the fact that they were legacy students, impacted their selfefficacy as it related to their ability to be academically successful. Colin explained the positive
impact his legacy connection through his mom had on his self-efficacy as:
You kind of have that feeling that everything’s going to be okay because you could see
that someone where it was okay…I knew I could talk to my mother about that to a deeper
extent than I think most of my peers could have.
From his perspective, seeing that his mother had been successful and survived her own
experience at State University, and knowing that he could reach out to her, increased his own
confidence in his abilities that he too would make it through the academic challenges.
John, perceiving that other legacy students were more successful than non-legacies,
attributed that success and his own confidence in his ability to manage the academic rigors of
Statue University to legacy status. He described how growing up hearing about the academic
culture at State University helped him feel more prepared and helped him manage his own
expectations of how he would master the academics he had heard so much about as a child
saying,
State University does have a pretty wild work ethic that has persisted for a long time, so
you know I was under no illusions that I was coming to a party school and that I was
going to have an easy time of it. So I knew how to set my expectations.
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Because he grew up with an in-depth understanding of State University from his parents, John
felt that he knew how to prepare himself for the academic experience and had a greater sense of
self-efficacy about his ability to tackle the tasks necessary to be academically successful.
Engagement Across Campus
According to Astin (1984), “student involvement refers to the amount of physical and
psychological energy that the student devotes to the academic experience” (p. 518), which
includes both classroom and out-of-classroom experiences. This theory of student involvement
highlights that students must make decisions throughout their collegiate experience as to how
much time and energy they wish to devote to various endeavors whether they be focused on the
in-class experience or experiences outside of the classroom. This decision making requires that
students be intentional about how they spend their time on campus. For all of the participants
who were actively engaged in activities outside of the classroom, this intentionality was a key
part of their experience.
Except for Julia, engagement outside of the classroom was often mentioned as the
participants discussed their experiences at State University. However, all participants in this
study perceived that they were actively engaged in their academic experience as well, not only
through classroom participation but through study abroad experiences, participation in research,
and through regular interaction with their faculty.
As discussed, students’ interactions with the institution and individuals within the
institution influences the ways, in both breadth and depth, in which students engage during their
higher education experience (Bean & Eaton, 2002). The influence of institutional interactions
and their interactions with others, particularly family members who also attended State
University, contributed to students’ perceptions of the role of their engagement and the decisions
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they made about how to be engaged. Many participants discussed intentionality about the choices
they made. For example, some chose organizations to support their future goals or to provide a
respite from academic stress. Others indicated a decision to pursue engagement in activities
similar to those in which their family members engaged, or to increase their engagement because
their family members had not been as engaged in their own collegiate experience.
In academics, participants saw their level of engagement motivated by perceptions of
their peers and the feeling that they needed to work harder to be on par with their classmates.
And while there was an outlier, participants felt that it was important to find a balance between
academics and engagement outside of the classroom. Others chose organizations and manners of
engagement to make up for ways in which the institution did not meet their needs in areas such
as mental well-being and to increase their awareness of the experiences of diverse populations.
Finally, some saw their engagement as a way to not only give back to the campus and make a
place for themselves, but also as a way to validate their admission to the institution and ensure
they were contributing to the campus. The one outlier, Julia, who came from a more introverted
family, chose to not engage outside of the classroom, placing all of her focus and engagement on
academics.
A Well-Rounded Experience
For the 15 participants who were actively involved outside of the classroom, participants
saw their engagement as a benefit to their collegiate experience and a way to ensure that they
were staying connected both to the institution and their academic requirements.
Katherine, who is involved in a social sorority, a service fraternity, and a club athletics
team saw her engagement in these different organizations as having a strong, positive impact on
her time at State University. She described the role they played in her experience saying “they’ve
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definitely given me a great group of friends, fun opportunities, and the ability to feel a part of
something. I feel like I’d be a little be lost without them.” Especially during her first year,
Katherine saw that her engagement in these organizations enabled her to quickly find a group
that would support her and help her to navigate various aspects of her collegiate experience,
which kept her from feeling lost or actually getting lost in the social scene and academic
requirements of the institution.
Henry was not actively involved in any organizations but felt that his strong relationships
with his friends provided ample opportunity for engagement across campus. However, he did
perceive that over time he would begin to engage more on campus, indicating that eventually he
hoped that he could have leadership roles within an organization. He reflected that “I’m hoping
to get more involved. It was just at the beginning of the year I was doing stuff for orientation so I
didn’t have much of an opportunity [to get involved].” By prioritizing his acclimation to campus,
he did not find specific organizations to join, but he knew that it was something that would
benefit his experience and would provide him opportunities to engage in new ways with the
institution.
David found that his engagement outside of the classroom helped him stay connected to
his peers, but also helped him to stay focused on his academic commitments. A member of a
social fraternity and several organizations that related to his major, David perceived that the
relationships he built in these groups helped him to have a well-rounded and successful
experience at State University, even though he regularly thought about transferring out. His
fraternity was instrumental in making sure he went to class and was engaged, and he saw that his
major related to extracurricular engagement, which was crucial in keeping him engaged with his
coursework. He reflected on his experiences saying, “It’s nice to be with a group of people who
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have all gone through the struggle with me.” By interacting with individuals who understood his
experiences with course content and being a part of organizations that encouraged academic
success, David found comradery and the support he needed to persist. The support he found
through his peers in his organizations outside of the classroom were critical in his success inside
the classroom and his somewhat precarious commitment to persisting at the institution. Although
he saw benefits in the social interactions these organizations provided, it was their ability to
support him in his academic pursuits that he saw having the most positive impact on his
experience at State University.
As Bean and Eaton’s (2002) model suggests, these positive social interactions lead to
greater confidence and positive self-efficacy, seems to have led participants to feel a greater
sense of integration on campus. Following the feedback loop identified in their model,
participants who had these positive interactions felt greater integration on campus and thus felt
more encouraged to consider their engagement with their social groups and with those areas that
supported their academic success.
Family Influence
Most participants indicated that they joined various organizations on campus or
participated in activities outside of the classroom based on their own interests and goals, several
highlighted the ways in which their family’s experiences at State University or suggestions of
their parents, influenced their decision to get involved. Even though participants indicated that
they knew of the variety of ways in which their parents were engaged on campus during their
time at State University, it was Greek involvement that held the most connection for 10 of the
participants. Other participants indicated that their parents suggested they engage on campus in
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particular ways, however these suggestions were more activity based and not encouragement to
join specific organizations on campus.
Greek Life. At State University, approximately 27% of undergraduate students are
members of a social fraternity or sorority. However, among the participants for this study 62.5%
of men and women were involved in Greek life. Even though the participants indicated
involvement in a variety of organizations and activities across campus, the majority were
involved in social fraternities and sororities. Participants indicated their desire to participate or
not participate in these organizations stemmed from their family’s experiences with Greek life.
Of participants who were involved in Greek organizations, there were no trends in the specific
chapters that students considered or eventually joined. Alice discussed her decision to join a
social sorority in this way, “because I think because my whole family has been in Greek life, I
think I just kind of, it, it did kind of become in my head, just a part of the college experience.”
Lauren expressed similar sentiments when explaining her choice to join a social sorority:
That was definitely my parents. My dad when he went here was president of a fraternity.
My mom went to [a large public university in the south] and was in a sorority. She was
also like a fraternity sweetheart and little sister and like I just have the most Greek life
parents ever of all time. So I actually considered Greek life in my college search…but I
always knew even when I was younger that I wanted to be part of Greek life.
Conversely, although a minority voice among the participants, John expressed an aversion to
Greek life, saying “So I came into school with an aversion to Greek life. My mother was in a
sorority, [and my] father was very opposed to Greek life, so I came up with a decently negative
view.” He explained that because of the negative view of his father and the neutral views of his
mother he was exposed to from his parents and then interactions he had with individuals
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involved in social Greek organizations, he did not see himself fitting into that type of
organization. However, he appreciated the social aspect that came from Greek involvement and
instead chose to join a service fraternity where he felt that he would make the social connections
and engage with an organization that he felt better represented his priorities and goals.
Influenced by their parents, the normative beliefs students entered State University with
played a role for the participants in setting initial expectations and perspectives on either
promoting or not Greek involvement. The fact that many of the legacy students in this study did
join a sorority or fraternity at levels almost double those of the general student population
suggests a strong link between legacy status and Greek involvement. As noted with John too,
parental influence was strong in setting up views of Greek life on campus. As Bean and Eaton’s
(2002) model highlights, such normative beliefs influence the interactions students have on
campus and in this case the interactions participants had with Greek life seem to have impacted
their desire to engage or avoid these organizations.
Suggested Engagement. Participants indicated that a primary way in which their parents
impacted their engagement outside of the classroom was through making suggestions about
resources to utilize or reminders about various activities going on across campus. Most
participants felt that this parental influence was natural and was not an indication of their
parent’s connection to the institution, but simply a result of their parents understanding of higher
education resources. One participant, however, felt that her mother’s love of State University led
her mother to be more connected to what was happening across campus and thus increased the
suggestions from her as to how to engage across campus.
Alice described how her mom uses social media to keep apprised of daily activities
happening across campus, and then shares and encourages Alice to participate. Although Alice is
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engaged in many organizations across campus on her own, she found that her mom’s suggestions
pushed her to try smaller activities that were not tied to the organizations in which Alice was
already involved, and she commented that she would not have experienced otherwise. Alice
explained that her mom once encouraged her to go to a special dinner being held at one of the
dining halls and “she’ll send me things all the time from different State University accounts, the
programming and the postings that State University has. That’s helped me a lot [to figure out
how to be engaged on campus].” While Alice thinks that her mom would have encouraged her in
similar ways had she attended another institution, she sees her mom’s love of State University
and her understanding of the campus and institution as a whole as playing a role in how much
her mom follows online and how much pressure she puts on Alice to participate in various
activities. Because of her mother’s connection to State University, she may have been more
aware of the options available outside of class and how to access information about these
opportunities.
For Matt, he saw his dad’s experience and connection to State University as playing a
role in the way he engaged with resources outside of the classroom. Matt’s dad, who is actively
engaged in alumni activities is still closely connected to the institution and is on campus often for
various events. As a student in the business school, Matt participated in various recruiting and
networking activities. To aid in his preparation and find ways to make connections, his dad
encouraged him to use the career center, identifying where the building was on campus and what
resources and tools they could offer him.
While many participants felt as though the institution had changed drastically since their
parents attended, many still found ways that their parent’s connections to the school influenced
their social and academic engagement. In particular, students who described their parents as still
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closely connected to the institution, found their parents offering advice, both solicited and
unsolicited, about how to make the most of their time on campus. However the advice came to
them, the participants who received such suggestions from their parents always followed through
with their parent’s suggestions and felt that the guidance their parents provided them benefitted
them and had a positive impact on their engagement and experience at State University.
Peer Pressure
Although all of the participants perceived that they were actively engaged in their
academic and classroom experience, how they perceived their peers seemed to play a key role for
some in motivating them to put in greater effort. Caitlin, Frank, and Mark all reported GPAs
ranging from 3.3–4.0, each perceived that they needed to put in more effort than their peers to
find this academic success. Caitlin felt as though her private boarding school prepared her well
for college academics but once she arrived on campus,
I started to compare my performance with other students who are around me. I realized
that I wasn’t doing as well…and that kind of pressured me in a positive way to do
better…I kind of realized that my success needs to have a higher bar.
While she did not attribute this self-doubt to stereotypes, she later indicated that she regularly
questions the weight her legacy status and identification as a Latina gave her application and
whether or not she was admissible without her ethnicity and family connection.
Mark attributed his ability to be successful to the work ethic his parents instilled in him,
and saw the role this played in his own experience saying “I do feel like I work harder than the
majority of people here because a lot of people here kind of coast on natural intelligence.”
Although he recognized that he was academically successful and was an “above average
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student,” he attributed his getting to that point as a direct result of the fact that he worked harder
than his peers and put in more effort to achieve his success.
Frank saw what he identified as the campus stress culture as something that both annoyed
and motivated him to stay engaged academically. He defined the stress culture on campus as a
culture in which students were constantly comparing themselves to their peers, trying to prove
that they had more work to do than each other, and always pushing themselves to achieve higher
grades. He described how the stress culture motivated him saying:
It’s more of an annoyance. But like at another school where people aren’t working this
hard I think I would work less hard. But here you’re seeing everybody else do it and you
almost feel bad at times if you’re not doing something when you could be. And I think
that’s really helped me get this GPA I have now, so I can’t really complain about it.
In watching his peers devote so much energy to their academics, even if he felt that they were
unnecessarily stressing themselves, Frank was motivated to stay engaged academically and put
in more effort than he would have otherwise in his academics. He was confident in his ability to
be successful academically but saw his peers’ engagement as a motivator to push him to be more
engaged academically than he would be elsewhere and a key factor in his academic achievement.
Except for Caitlin, participants did not indicate directly that their legacy status played a
role in their motivation to push themselves to increase their academic engagement or in their
feelings that they needed to work harder. However, their perception of their peers’ academic
drive and success played a key role in their engagement and influenced the effort they put into
academic experience and in the success they found.

128

Balancing Academics
Astin’s (1984) theory of student involvement discusses how intense academic
engagement can prove restrictive of social engagement, stating that “being academically
involved is strongly related to satisfaction with all aspects of college life except friendships with
other students” (p. 525). This proved true for Julia, who was very involved in her classwork and
research related to her major but did not have any strong social relationships on campus.
Although she had tried out several organizations across campus throughout her time at State
University, she did not commit to what she saw as the work of forming relationships because of
concern it would detract from her academics. She described her thought process saying:
Having to organize to see and socialize out of class means that I have less time to do my
work. So it’s like do I want to take that gamble and go out and do something with
someone if maybe I won’t get my work done?
Although Julia did not see her lack of friendships on campus as detrimental to her experience,
when completing the survey she self-evaluated her social self-efficacy as lower on average than
other participants. In part, the manifestation of Julia picking a focus on academics over forming
relationships also connects to the “stress” culture noted above.
Unlike Julia, other participants sought to find a balance between academics and
extracurricular engagement, noting that their ability to foster friendships and pursue activities
that were not academically focused was helpful for their overall well-being. Other than Julia, all
participants indicated through the survey and interviews that they perceived high levels of selfefficacy related to both academic and social activities. By finding a balance between their
academic pursuits and their social activities, these participants felt that they were better able to
meet their personal academic goals. While Katherine acknowledged that her academics took up a
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significant amount of her time, she reflected on her decision to prioritize her engagement in her
social sorority and on an intramural athletic team saying, “I feel like I’d be a little lost without
them. They’ve given me the ability to feel a part of something and gave me a nice structure for
taking on my classwork.” For Katherine there was enormous value in her organizations and the
friendships she developed through them. Although her participation in them required more effort
to balance her time and academic commitments, she knew that her extracurricular engagement
and her relationships in them were just as important to her collegiate experience. By balancing
her extracurricular and academic engagement she felt that she was invigorated and well-prepared
to take on her academic experience.
Similarly, John saw the relationships he built outside of the classroom and the
organizations he participated in as tied into his academic engagement. For him, he felt that he
spent more time on his pursuits outside of the classroom than on those directly related to his
courses. However, all of his extracurricular engagement, and often his friendships, related in
some way to his academic interests, thus making all of his engagement at State University feel as
though it was academically related. John reflected on the balance and connections he found
saying:
I think when you look at college, you’re engaged way more out of the classroom than in.
It’s just the nature of it. I’ve kind of covered the gambit [in my extracurriculars] but the
ones I’ve stuck with relate to my courses. And a lot of the classes I’m in have outside
components and with friends we all get together and talk about the content of our courses.
A lot of people at this university seem very excited to talk about academic topics outside
of the academic environment.
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John felt that his relationships with his friends often were grounded in academic interests and his
extracurricular engagement supported his academics. These connections enabled him to spend
more time focused on his experiences outside of the classroom, while still maintaining a focus on
his academic pursuits.
A common theme for participants was the importance of academic engagement.
However, as important as they felt it was, most participants recognized the value in a holistic
collegiate experience. Although they pushed themselves to reach their academic goals, they
sought balance in their engagement so that they would be able to keep the drive necessary to be
successful.
Additional Support
When completing the survey, 11 participants stated that they believed State University
only provided some or very little support for their overall well-being, and 13 stated they thought
State University only provided some or very little help with managing non-academic
responsibilities. Thus, most of the students in this study expressed a lack of institutional support
for supporting their non-classroom experiences. When asked to explain their perception,
participants indicated that they felt there was consensus across campus that there was not enough
support for student mental well-being. Participants saw this as a challenge that students faced as
they understood that having support for their mental health was not only good for their safety,
but also for their overall well-being and ability to have a positive collegiate experience.
As students discussed their perceptions, a common theme that arose was that the
counseling center was not adequately staffed to meet the needs of students seeking services.
However, the wellness center as a whole, which provides various services and opportunities for
engagement, was viewed positively by students, with many saying that the resources available in
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the center were a step in the right direction in supporting student well-being and providing
resources for students to manage their responsibilities. Additionally, participants, who felt that
they lacked the support the desired from the counseling center, indicated that they found support
in other ways through their engagement across campus.
Emily reflected on why she indicated that State University only provided some support
for her overall well-being saying:
The student wellness is a great initiative, but they just don’t have the ability to support
the entire student body. I have to do long term mental health care and I went to the
counseling center and they’re like we can’t see you for 6 weeks, you need to find
something off campus.
While she was able to find a way to get the care she needed away from State University, she also
stated that she used her engagement across campus as a way to further support her mental wellbeing. In addition to being involved in a research lab and musical performance groups, Emily
was inspired to join a theater organization that focuses on diversity and mental health. She
described her involvement saying:
I’ve been writing poetry for a while about my mental health. And just seeing them
perform, I felt like I found a good, supportive community with them. And being able to
share diverse stories where I can educate people is really impactful.
For Emily, her ability to share her own experiences, and also be a part of an organization where
she felt supported in her mental health journey, helped to bridge the gap that she felt from the
lack of institutional resources.
Mark described a similar experience with the counseling center, where he felt the need to
seek professional help and was told that he could not meet with anyone for 4 months. Although
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he was able to find the counseling help he needed off campus, he felt that the school did not
adequately provide the resources necessary for his well-being and to help him manage his
responsibilities. In addition to finding support of campus, Mark described how he regularly spent
time with friends at the gym doing a variety of activities. For him, he saw this physical activity
and engagement as extremely beneficial to his overall well-being, both physically and mentally,
and a way to take a break from the stress and pressures of the academic aspect of his collegiate
experience.
In addition to the flaws with the counseling center, some participants indicated that other
support services on campus were lacking. Jessica reflected on her experience when she needed a
car for off-campus health services and when seeking to relocate her residence on campus due to
issues with her roommate. After reaching out to accessibility services and residence life for both
situations, Jessica felt that her requests were never addressed, even with frequent follow-up on
her part. She reflected, “there’s just been a lack of consistent communication between student
services that I’ve experienced with this that’s made it a little frustrating.” When she did not find
the support she desired, she found other options to get the transportation she needed and adjusted
her academic schedule to limit her time with her roommate. Jessica found her own ways to cope
through her social organizations and supportive relationships on campus.
Although the majority of participants saw flaws in the support that the institution
provided for their well-being, they found ways to be engaged across campus that helped to offset
those flaws and in the case of Emily, to hopefully make a positive impact on other individuals on
campus who were perhaps facing similar struggles to her own. For the students who did not feel
that there were gaps in the institutional support for well-being and non-academic responsibilities
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they either had found success in receiving services or had not felt that they needed any additional
support from the institution.
Diverse Engagement
For many participants, they saw value in their interaction with individuals of different
backgrounds than themselves. As Kuh (2008) has identified, exploring cultures and worldviews
different from their own is a high-impact educational practice that increases student retention and
engagement. Of the students in the most recent admitted class at State University, 55% of
students identified as White. All participants in this study identified as White, with four
participants (25%) also identifying with a second race. Participants saw value in interactions with
students of different socio-economic and racial backgrounds than their own, yet more than half
the participants indicated on the survey that they felt as though State University did not provide
as many opportunities or as much encouragement of this interaction and engagement. However,
despite this shortcoming that many participants saw on the part of the institution, most
participants indicated that they had found ways to engage with other students of different
backgrounds than their own.
Lack of Diverse Student Population. Participants in this study did find ways to interact
with students of different backgrounds, and many saw these interactions as a benefit to their own
ability to understand and empathize with others. Although State University’s ethnic diversity was
been between 30–45% for the last admitted class, many participants perceived that there was
room for improvement across the university in terms of racial and ethnic diversity as well as
socioeconomic diversity. Several participants perceived the cost of attendance at State University
as prohibitive of promoting a diverse student body that would provide this engagement
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opportunity more easily to all students. Charles reflected on his perception of a lack of
socioeconomic diversity saying,
I feel like the fact that it’s the highest in-state cost of attendance of any in-state school
and then any out-of-state students almost always comes from a fairly affluent
background…I think there is a diverse pool of applicants but the cost prevents a diverse
[student body from enrolling].
He and others found ways to engage with diverse student populations, yet there was a feeling
that if there were more diverse students on campus, this engagement would be more common
and a more integral part of every student’s experience. Although participants saw value in their
ability to engage with diverse populations, none mentioned that this was a factor in their decision
to attend State University and was not something they recognized as a potential issue when
considering the institution as their college choice.
Lack of Inclusive Organizations. Some participants saw the policies or practices of
individual organizations as prohibitive of promoting engagement with students of different
backgrounds. Colin saw the organizations that he was a part of as prohibitive of this kind of
engagement, reflecting “they can be really inaccessible for people from different backgrounds
that don’t have enough money, or sometimes there’s even a race or class thing.” Emily describe
similar concerns, describing how she had seen that “everyone breaks up into separate social
groups, with one background.” Even in organizations on campus that seemed to promote
diversity were still majority White and did not have a diverse membership. Colin also saw the
ways in which students boxed themselves into one area of engagement and one type of
organization in which they participated as prohibitive of diverse engagement as students failed to
open themselves up to the possibility of meeting and interacting with students who had different
135

interests and experiences. For those who were actively engaged in Greek organizations,
participants indicated that they intentionally joined other organizations outside of the Greek
system to diversify their interactions with their peers and avoid only having relationships with a
largely homogenous population of students.
Intentional Engagement With Diverse Populations. A common sentiment among
participants who did find that they had opportunities to engage with students of backgrounds
different from their own, was that they had to be intentional about seeking out those
opportunities. When completing the online survey, 10 of the participants indicated that they felt
that State University provided only some or very little emphasis on contact among students from
different backgrounds. However, each of those 10 participants also indicated that in spite of the
lack of encouragement they felt from the institution to engage with students of different
backgrounds, they were often or very often interacting with students of different backgrounds
than their own in the last year. For these participants, they saw a benefit in having these
interactions and were intentional in their search for opportunities to engage with other students
across campus in a variety of ways. Mark described his experience when he chose to take a
course on racial disparities in education as an eye opening experience because “there are a lot of
people from a lot of different backgrounds and the whole class was about cultural awareness and
understanding the biases that really setback groups.” For Mark, his experience taking the course
was eye-opening and something he saw as having a beneficial impact on his overall experience
at State University. However, he considered his experience something that 99% of students on
campus would not have.
Shannon similarly discussed how she was proactive during her collegiate experience,
taking courses that would enable her to interact with students who were different than her,
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joining organizations that were known to have diverse membership, and working hard to get to
know people on her residence halls who were different from her. She described her actions
stating, “I very purposely picked different pockets within the school so that I could meet more
people.” Engaging with diverse populations was something that she saw as an important part of
her collegiate experience, and something that she wanted to make sure she experienced. Shannon
infused this intentional engagement into all aspects of her experience at State University, from
her choice of academic coursework to the organizations she chose, to simply making an effort to
get to know all the students she came into contact with across campus.
Making a Space for Themselves
Participants who were actively involved referenced their commitment to active
engagement as a way in which they saw themselves proving their worth at State University to
show that they deserved to be a part of the campus community and as a way to give back to the
campus and to future students.
Lauren saw her leadership role on her club athletic team and within her social sorority as
beneficial to her time at State University and an important part of her engagement outside of the
classroom. Despite the larger time commitment required in engaging and providing leadership in
her student groups, she saw her time spent leading as providing value to her overall experience at
State University. She described her perception saying:
It makes me a lot busier than I would have been, but it shapes who I hang out with and
the lasting impact I have here. It lets me be a role model for younger kids—if I wasn’t
doing these things I feel like I’d be wasting an opportunity and just be cruising through,
which I don’t want.
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She saw her engagement and the role that it could play in the experiences of others as a key
component of how she envisioned her time in college. Lauren did not want to simply go through
the motions during her four years at State University, she wanted to have an impact and make a
difference, and she found leadership in extra-curricular opportunities as a way to do this.
Hannah also saw her leadership in her club athletic team as important. She described her
leadership role saying:
I’m very active, I always try to contribute a lot. I really just am like, “Well, the people
before me made it better and made it what it was for me.” So I want to give other people
that same experience.
For Hannah, her ability to give back to others in the way that she felt others had given her a
positive experience was important and something she saw as a valuable part of her engagement.
Family Bonds
Relationships with parents impacted the students’ development. For many participants,
the parenting style they perceived their parents used particularly during high school impacted
how they went through the admission process. Others described how their relationship with their
parents had either strengthened or weakened through their attendance of State University, and
several indicated that their parents parenting style impacted how they perceived they would
parent their own children.
Relationship Before Admission
For the most part, participants perceived their relationships with their parents to be
positive prior to starting the college admission process. A common theme was that although
participants felt that their parents set high expectations for them to be successful and high-
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achieving students in high school, they also felt there was a good deal of trust between
themselves and their parents.
Henry—whose parents are divorced—described a positive, trusting relationship with both
of his parents, despite not living with both full-time. He perceived that his mom was more
actively engaged than his father, but that both trusted that he would not get into trouble or have
any issues. He saw this engagement persisting through the college admission process saying,
My mom took me for a lot of school visits and was always encouraging me to check out
extra schools and my dad didn’t really push anything. He just sort of expected that I
would go to [the local university] because that was closest…but they were both very
supportive.
Despite the different ways in which his parents engaged with him prior to college and during the
admission process, because of the trust he felt growing up Henry felt confident that they would
support whatever decision he made and knew that his parents trusted him to make the decision
that was best for him.
Jessica expressed a similar sentiment about her father who attended the law school at
State University. Although she perceived moments of tension with her father when they would
have a difference of opinion, she also felt a great deal of support from him. She described his
parenting style saying:
He’s not super hands-on—he’s always present but not a helicopter parent. He always
would be there, which felt very supportive, and in moments where I was stressed or
unsure of what to do he…would always offer his advice.
She saw this approach continue during the college admission process as she never perceived that
her father pushed State University and tried to be unopinionated about her interest in State
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University. While her father would offer advice about her college search, she was confident that
he would support whatever decision she made about where to attend.
Relationship During College
Except for David, the participants did not see believe their relationship with their parents
changing throughout their time at State University. However, while they did not perceive that
their relationships had changed, in their descriptions of their relationships before and after their
attendance at State University, participants highlighted how they saw their positive relationships
with their parents strengthening. Their initial assumption at the beginning of the interview was
that their experience at State University had not affected their parental relationships; however,
upon closer examination in responses to the interview prompts, the participants noted various
ways in which their legacy experience did influence those relationships. Additionally, two
participants felt that their parents’ relationship with State University changed due to their new
insight into the institution through their child’s experiences.
With the pressure he felt to attend State University, David saw his relationship with his
father deteriorate. Even though he indicated that he was not particularly close with his father
prior to attending, the coercion he felt further strained their relationship. He reflected on the
change saying:
We’ve never had a great relationship to begin with. But I definitely don’t talk to him as
much as I used to. Even when I didn’t live with him, we still talked daily on the phone.
But now we’re in contact maybe once a month. I’m not even going home this summer to
see him. So, it’s not a great relationship anymore.
Because he felt that he was pressured to attend State University simply because he was a legacy,
David perceived a growing resentment towards his father and felt that his relationship with him,
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while already not one he would consider positive, was becoming increasingly negative. While
students often wean from their parents and become self-sufficient on their way to self-authorship,
David’s distancing from his father seemed to be less about finding his independence and
personal identity, but rather in protest of what he perceived as unfair pressure, or even coercion,
to attend State University.
In contrast to David, Shannon saw her relationship with her mom strengthened by her
legacy experience. She described how she and her mom were able to share traditions with her
dad, who had not attended State University, and that they found common ground in their
experiences. She described the ways in which they connected saying:
It’s pretty cool because like we have another connection. It turns out sophomore year I
lived in the room across the hall from where she lived, and we always go to [a local
restaurant] and she talks about how it’s just as good as when she was here.
Shannon felt that her ability to share similar experiences, to see her mom reliving some of her
college experiences through her, and to have something that the two of them understood together
brought her closer to her mom.
John, who described his parents taking a more authoritarian stance growing up, perceived
that they were disappointed by the ways in which State University had changed since their time
on campus and in the fact that the institution was not taking a more parental role in his life. He
described the discontent he perceived from his parents saying:
I’ve done things while here that they don’t approve of and that has sort of created this
association with the college that I’m off doing things and we can’t control that and now
State University is enabling this activity. I think they have a vision that I was going to
have the exact same experience they did. So, when I’ve told them that things are not like
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that or my experience differs, I think they’ve been disappointed in the college. When I’ve
told them about certain things the college promotes, they don’t necessarily agree with it
and that creates a lot of tension there—I think some of the stuff I have told them made
them reduce their donations in a large way.
While he perceived that his parents were happy that he had chosen to attend State University,
and saw ways in which it was positive for their parent-child relationship that they had this shared
experience with the institution, John also saw that his attendance gave his parents a window into
the institution that did not necessarily promote a positive image of the institution for his parents.
Because of the authoritative parenting style that he experienced growing up, he believed that his
parents had strong guidelines about what was acceptable behavior for him to engage in in college
and strong guidelines about the college’s responsibility to promote certain ideals and a specific
type of education for their child.
Parental Aspirations
For several participants, they saw their own legacy experience as impacting the ways in
which envisioned themselves parenting in the future. Regardless of parenting type, they felt
cautious about the role they could play in how their own children might perceive State
University and possibly feel pressure to attend.
David, who felt that his father had been authoritarian in his requirement that he attend
State University, indicated that if he has children, he would not only avoid pressuring them to
attend State University, but he would also discourage them from attending. He described his
vision of this future encounter saying “I’d probably push them away from applying here. Based
on how my dad has involved himself, I’m going to have a very hands-off approach to my kids in
terms of college applications. I definitely won’t force them to come.” He perceived that his
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experience with his father had been so negative that he would parent in the exact opposite
manner in hopes that his children would not have the same experience as him.
Even though Alice felt strongly that her legacy status positively impacted her collegiate
experience, she acknowledged that sub-consciously her mother’s overzealous love of State
University may have played a role in her perceptions of the institution, decision to attend, and
feelings of loyalty that permeated her time at State University. In recognizing this possibility, she
indicated that if she has children, she wants to be cautious about how she presents her
relationship with the institution to try to avoid the potential that her children might feel some
pressure to attend. She described her rationale saying:
I’m not going to be like you’ve got to go to State University. My mom was always telling
us about State University and how wonderful it was, and we should always look into it. I
probably won’t do that quite as much just because I don’t want, other people might feel
pressure. I love it, but I’m not going to push it on my kids or like talk about it at all.
For Alice, even though she perceived that her parents were more authoritative and that she was
always confident that she could choose whatever institution was best for her, she perceived that
children could easily be pressured to attend an institution simply because of their parents’ love of
the school. While she acknowledged that the legacy connection was positive for her, and
something that she would enjoy continuing with her family, she was more inclined to be cautious
with her own children in how she presented her experience in an effort to prevent any perceived
pressure to attend State University.
Summary
The 16 participants all expressed ways in which their legacy status had impacted their
experiences with State University. For many the greatest impact was felt during the admission
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experience, whether from pressure to apply from parents or from the increased knowledge they
had of the institution due to their legacy status. However, despite the potential external
influences in their decisions to attend, all but one participant indicated that they felt that State
University was a good fit for them, whether academically or in terms of their ability to be
engaged in meaningful ways.
Despite the overall positive experiences these participants felt they had, they also
internalized their own perceptions or those of others about their legacy status. They believed that
this internalization of expectations of them as legacy students played a role in their motivation to
engage both in and outside the classroom. All of the participants were aware of and recognized
that negative perceptions exist about legacy students, either related to academic skill or the
decision to attend State University. However, all felt confident in their abilities to be successful
academically, due to high school preparation and the successes they found quickly in the college
classroom.
Finally, participants in this study did feel that their legacy status impacted their
relationships with the university and with their parents. Experiences ranged from some students
pulling away from their parents because of their parents’ connections to State University, others
finding a closer relationship to the institution, and yet others feeling that there was minimal
impact on their relationships. Participants also ranged in their expectations for their relationships
with State University after graduating, with those who most closely identified with their legacy
status desiring a continued connection to the institution and those who did not identify strongly
as a legacy feeling more ready to loosen the connection after graduation. These results highlight
opportunities for future study focused on this population, the institutions that serve them, and the
families that support them.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, CONCLUSIONS
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to gain a better understanding of the
perceptions of a group of legacy students regarding their experiences at a public, more selective
institution. The participants’ experiences highlighted how many students in the study’s sample
felt the most influence of their legacy status during the admission process to the institution.
Additionally, their legacy status allowed them to gain personal insights about the connections
between themselves, their parents, and the institution because of their common attendance at
State University and their engagement on campus. Their experiences also highlighted how
students of a particular group, while having a common thread in their collegiate experience, may
still have varied and different experiences related to their identification with that group.
This study’s results supplement the limited research on legacy students’ experiences. In
the first section of this chapter, I summarize the findings of this study. Next, I discuss the
participants’ experiences focusing on the research questions and Bean and Eaton’s (2002) model
and discuss the implications for practice. Recommendations are offered for students, parents, and
administrators at institutions that enroll legacy students. Finally, I make recommendations for
areas of future research based on the limitations of this study, and findings that emerged from
this study.
Summary of Findings
Through the course of this study, all 16 participants expressed the various ways in which
their legacy status had impacted their collegiate experiences. The students in this study came
from a variety of backgrounds and experiences. Participants had attended both public and private
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high schools, were both in-state and out-of-state, and were from all year levels. Most participants
were active in Greek life (63%) and the majority identified as White (75%). Students indicated
that they felt the greatest impact during the admission experience due to the influence, whether
direct or subconscious, of their family. Participants indicated that they did not dwell on their
legacy status after the admission process, yet when pressed they noted the ways in which their
experience at State was affected by their status. All but one participant felt that State University
was a good fit and they had made a good decision in choosing to attend, whatever the reason.
In questions to further probe their experiences, participants reflected that an
internalization of their own perceptions of their status and the perceived perceptions of others
related to their academic achievement and ability to succeed. There was some evidence of
stereotype threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995) as some participants highlighted an urge to prove
their ability because others perceived they were admitted only because of their legacy status, but
all felt confident in their capability to be successful academically. As Mark reflected, “I think it
was more of a comfort I gained, a level of confidence and comfort rather than learning a new
skill. It’s just like now, now I know what I’m doing.” Mark initially felt a need to prove himself
among his peers as being qualified to have been accepted at State University, regardless of being
a legacy student, and felt unsure of himself at first even though he knew how to study and
participate in college classes. As he found that his study skills and academic engagement were
meeting the standards of his faculty, he became confident that he would continue to be successful
academically.
Participants also indicated that legacy status influenced their relationships with the
university and their families. The participants reported a range of experiences, with those having
more positive feelings about their legacy status more likely to indicate continued strong
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connections to the institution and a strengthened relationship with their family. Participants
whose feelings about their legacy status leaned toward negative feelings indicated corresponding
negative feelings about the institution and their family. Finally, those who did not view their
legacy status as an important factor in their experience were more likely to feel neutral or less
connected to the institution, commenting that attending State University had not changed their
family relationships. These results highlight opportunities for further research focused on this
student population and the role of institutions and families in their experiences.
Approximately 10% of State University’s undergraduate students are legacy students who
are identified through the application process when the applicant indicates the college history of
their parents and siblings. As discussed earlier, all of my study’s participants were legacy
students with at least one member of their immediate family having attended State University,
and often times multiple members of the immediate family or extended family. How their legacy
status impacted their experience at State University featured prominently in their stories. Each
student engaged with State University in their own way, yet common themes emerged. First,
while legacy status played a key role in participants’ decisions to apply or attend State
University, for all but one participant, it was not the only factor or even the most important factor
in those decisions. Second, family relationships were impacted by the student’s decision to
attend State University. Support structures within the institution, found through various forms of
engagement, were pivotal for student’s self-efficacy. This engagement was often unique to the
students interests and was not reflective of their parent’s engagement as student’s chose
organizations that spoke to their individual interests. Greek life however was more prevalent
among participants than the student body and 90% of the participants involved in Greek
organizations had at least one family member who was also in a Greek sorority or fraternity. This
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engagement played a key role in engagement across the collegiate experience for active
participants.
College Choice
The first theme centered on the role of family in the college choice process. Even though
participants recognized that their decision to attend State University was in some ways impacted
by their legacy connection, all but one felt that they would have made the decision to apply or
attend on their own had they not had family influence. However, many recognized that their
legacy status could have played an unconscious role in their decision. Tying into Perna’s (2006)
model of college choice, habitus and school and community context seemed to play a key role in
the participants’ decisions to apply to and attend State University. As legacy students, none of
the participants were first generation students and thus came from backgrounds where attending
college was normalized, if not expected. Additionally, many participants indicated that their high
school preparation played a large role in their self-efficacy. They discussed the strong support
they felt from teachers and counselors to prepare for college and ultimately be successful at State
University.
For the participants in this study, their decision to attend State University was layered.
First, their parents’ connection to the institution brought the institution to the forefront as a
college option due to familiarity with the university. For some, their parents required them to
apply, and one participant (David) was required to attend or not receive parental financial
support to pay for college. However, for the remaining 15 participants, there was an appeal to the
institution whether related to the academic opportunities it might offer or the community that
they felt existed there. While no participants indicated that there faced tremendous difficulties
affording State University, seven participants noted that had State University been more
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expensive they would have considered other institutions. Finally, the participants who had grown
up visiting State University regularly, and who also felt that their parents were more vocal in
their admiration of the institution, perceived that their experiences with their family might have
played an underlying role in their choice to attend. Whether due to the fact that their first
understanding of college was rooted in their exposure to State University or because of their
relationships with their parents and an unconscious desire to make them happy, one in four of the
participants saw their legacy status as potentially having a stronger influence than they realized
at the time of admission.
Family Bonds
All participants felt that they had positive relationships with their legacy family member
prior to attending State University, and all but one felt that their attending State University had
created a stronger bond between them and that family member. The connection that participants
felt between their own collegiate experience and that of their parents was a common topic of
discussion during interviews. However, while they felt this strong connection, participants felt
that they were developing into their own person and having their own unique experience at State
University.
Support Structures
The ability to find and maintain positive support systems was identified by participants as
a key reason for their positive self-efficacy. Although many participants reported that they did
not feel that State University provided support for their engagement or their academic success,
they identified ways in which they built their own support systems during their time at State
University. Within my study, legacy participants identified support primarily in both the
academic and social areas. Surprisingly, participants did not mention faculty as a form of
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support, with two participants highlighting particularly negative interactions with faculty. In
comparison, participants felt they had a range of peer and family support that aided in their
persistence and perceived success. Students felt that they could rely on their peers to hold them
accountable to their academic requirements and were able to help when they struggled with their
coursework. In particular, students in Greek life discussed the accountability they felt from their
brothers and sisters to stay engaged academically. Their friends both in and out of the
organizations they joined also provided the emotional support they needed to navigate the
emotional and social side of their academic experience. Those close to their family, physically
and emotionally, felt confident in their family’s willingness to talk through challenges, offer
advice, and simply connect when they needed the comfort and familiarity of family and home.
Although they felt the institution did not provide opportunities for them to engage in meaningful
ways with diverse populations and did not provide the mental health support needed by many
students, participants were confident that their peers and family were supportive of their
experience and were crucial in their ability to be successful.
Greek Life
For the students who were active in Greek life, nearly 2 of every 3 participants, their
participation in Fraternity and Sorority life played an important role in their experience.
Pointedly, about 27% of State University’s undergraduate students are active in Greek life,
whereas 63% of the participants in this study were actively involved in a social sorority or
fraternity. This engagement contributed to their sense of belonging, their engagement outside of
the classroom, and was also perceived as a key factor in their academic success and engagement.
David spoke about the push he felt from his brothers to attend class, study, and stay focused on
his coursework, even as he struggled with dissatisfaction with the institution. Katherine
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appreciated the structure that her sorority provided and the ways in which it provided an almost
instant social outlet. This type of instant community and positive interaction helped the students
feel more attached to the campus.
Even though this study did not focus on Greek life or look into the relationship between
legacy students and Greek participation, the connections found among these participants were
noteworthy. Of the 10 Greek participants, 90% had one or more immediate family members who
were also Greek. Overall, among the 16 participants, 70% had family members who attended
State University and were active in Greek life. And 20% were legacies not only at State
University, but also in the Greek chapter they joined. These numbers indicate a potential
relationship between legacy attendance of a university and continuing the legacy of engagement
in Greek life. Several participants who were active in Greek organizations acknowledged the
weight their parents’ own experiences had on their decision to engage in Greek life, but none
recognized or acknowledged the legacy component of Greek organizations. While only three
participants joined the same Greek organization as that of a family member, thus identifying both
as a legacy member of their organization and their school, the experiences of participants
highlighted the strength of the family bond with the Greek system overall.
Discussion
The discussion of the research findings occurs in four sections, comprising a review of
the existing literature on legacy students and analysis of how the research findings extend
understanding of this status. The first section reviews the legacy student experience. Next student
engagement and the impact of legacy status on it will be reviewed. Third, self-efficacy as it
relates to legacy status and engagement will be discussed. Finally, the findings are discussed in
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light of Bean and Eaton’s (2002) model, which comprised the theoretical framework for the
study.
Legacy Status
Much of the literature that exists related to legacy students is quantitative in nature and
looks closely at admission data (e.g., Avery et al., 2003; Bowen et al., 2005; Espenshade et al.,
2004; Hurwitz, 2011; Martin & Spenner, 2009; Massey & Mooney, 2007). The results of this
study confirmed the findings of the limited research beyond admission on legacy students.
Despite students minimizing the effect of their family and legacy status, the ways in which these
legacy students engaged with their institution indicates that their status does play a role as they
look to their family members for guidance or inspiration for how to engage with the institution
(Arendt, 2008; Warshaw, 2010; Warshaw et al., 2017). This study sought to look deeper at the
legacy student experience and the role that this status played in the collegiate experience. As in
prior research, most participants in this study were most aware of their status during the
admission process. Yet, they also noted that campus marketing and sometimes their interactions
with others brought their legacy status to the forefront. For example, their invitations to legacy
events for family weekend and homecoming and the questioning of their peers about their
college choice because of their status reminded participants that for others their status was not
simply a checked box on their college application. Their status also impacted the choices they
made in how to engage on campus.
Participants in this study discussed their awareness of their status primarily around the
admission experience. Either through attending a legacy admission event on campus at State
University, or being encouraged to apply by their parents, students were aware that they
potentially had an advantage in the admission process as a legacy student. This advantage gave
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some participants pause, as they considered whether to identify as legacy (or to identify other
preferential statuses), but ultimately all decided to indicate their familial connection on the
application. The limited literature on legacy student experiences found that legacy students
downplayed or limited their acknowledgement of their family connection to an institution
(Arendt, 2008; Warshaw, 2010; Warshaw et al., 2017). This study aligns with those findings
with the participants indicating that their status was not important or a large part of their identity
on campus after admission and choosing to attend State University.
For the participants in this study this lack of identification with their status may have
resulted from the negative reactions or what they perceived as negative perceptions of their status
by their peers. However, participants indicated that these negative reactions or perceptions were
only encountered occasionally, with most not able to identify any specific instance of a negative
response to their legacy status. Only one participant indicated a very negative response from a
professor who was surprised to learn she was a legacy student as she was an actively engaged
student. This faculty reaction supports the traditional findings on legacy students that they
perform at a lesser level than non-legacy students and have lower GPAs (Martin & Spenner,
2009; Massey & Mooney, 2007; Steele & Aronson, 1995). Other participants felt that there was a
perception by their peers that they only chose to attend State University because of their family
connection and attended because their parents forced them to attend. While this was actually true
for one participant, David, who was required to attend by his father, the rest of the participants
felt that they had chosen the institution because of other factors such as the academic
opportunities and the community they found at State University. Participants expressed
frustration over regularly having to explain their reason for attending, which they said led to
them not offering the information about their status openly, but rather only sharing when it was
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directly asked about or among close friends. Because these remarks by peers and faculty where
not encountered frequently, participants expressed frustration and considered them an
annoyance, but not worthy of concern about their admissibility or place on campus. By not
hearing these negative perceptions with any regularity, participants found it easier to brush them
aside and not internalize a negative perception of their legacy status. Because of their ability to
separate themselves from the negative perceptions of others, participants in this study did not
indicate that they changed their behavior to fulfill the negative stereotype that others might have
about their legacy status. The fact that these students did not feel that they fulfilled the stereotype
may be the result of the culture of State University, which participants identified as competitive,
high stress, and focused on academic achievement, or it may be the result of the psychological
resilience of these particular students.
Participants in this study indicated that they most clearly identified with their legacy
status at the time of admission and that their perceptions of their status had not changed over
time as it was not something they thought of often as a key part of their identity. Despite the lack
of attention, the participants paid to their legacy status post-admissions, participants felt that the
school continued to view their status in a positive light during their college years. At large
university events such as homecoming, parents’ weekend, and commencement, legacy events
were offered to students to join in family celebrations tailored to legacy families. One participant
had not been invited—perhaps because his mother had attended but not graduated—but all the
other participants had been invited to at least one of these events. Responses to the university
events varied, with some finding them as a positive way to make connections with other students
who had the same connection to the institution. Participants whose parents were still actively
connected to the institution and returned to campus regularly with their college friends, were not
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inclined to attend the university events, preferring to spend time with their parents, parents’
friends, and their legacy children. In essence, this group of students and their families created
their own, smaller, legacy events that occurred in parallel to the formal programming offered by
the university. However, the overwhelming response was that the events were largely catering to
the parents and felt like more of a marketing ploy than a legitimate desire to foster connection.
All of the participants in this study felt that they had made their collegiate experience
their own, with minimal influence from their legacy relations. Yet in small ways, they
highlighted ways their legacy status impacted their engagement. Greek life participation in
particular seemed to be impacted by family engagement. Participants who had family members
who were Greek were more likely to be involved in a Greek organization, and those who
indicated negative associations with the Greek system avoided joining a sorority or fraternity.
In other ways, legacies followed the lead or guidance of their family members who
attended State University. Participants looked to their families when seeking out assistance on
campus, learning how to navigate both the physical campus and the bureaucratic side of campus,
and learning about opportunities taking place from their parents who continued to remain
invested in the institution.
Legacy students are in a unique position. They are able to reap the potential reward of
their preferential admission status and are given special events by the university simply because
of their family connections. However, because their status is not visible, they are able to use or
ignore it when it is most convenient. Unlike students from racially underrepresented groups who
may benefit from affirmative action, and then are clearly identifiable on campus, legacies have
the privilege of potential admission preference, and then being able to hide or disassociate with
their status (Massey & Mooney, 2007). Similarly, athletes are more easily identified due to the
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nature of the requirements of their sport. If there are negative stereotypes about the admission or
merit of students who benefit from affirmative action or admission based on athletic skill, peers
of those students and faculty and staff can more easily identify those populations. For legacies
however, they are better able to hide their status and thus limit the ways in which they identify
themselves as a legacy. Because of this ability to step away from their status, they may be less
likely to receive negative feedback from others, but also may feel more uncomfortable or
marketed to when the institution highlights their hidden status through university events.
Prior research on legacy students and the roles stereotypes may play in their academic
success found that legacy students entering with lower SAT scores than their peers were more
likely to leave school, have lower grades, or self-report lower academic effort than their peers
(Massey & Mooney, 2007). Even though the participants in this study did not provide SAT
scores to compare to the overall range of students at State University, they did not seem to face
the challenges found in Massey and Mooney’s (2007) study. As legacy status is but one aspect of
a student’s identity, prior research may have indicated more correlation and not causation
between legacy status and stereotype threat.
Student Engagement
Literature on student engagement shows that it is a critical factor in student persistence
(Tinto & Pusser, 2006). As Astin’s (1984) engagement theory posits, higher quality involvement
leads to greater student learning and personal development. Engagement, as quantified in the
NSSE (see https://nsse.indiana.edu/nsse/index.html), occurs both inside and outside of the
classroom. In this study, participants also highlighted engagement as a key component of their
collegiate experience and was identified as an important factor in their satisfaction and success.
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All but one participant was engaged in extracurricular activities. This engagement ranged
from service organizations, to Greek life, and academic focused organizations. What was
constant across the spectrum, was the meaning participants found in their engagement. Academic
organizations, such as major honor societies, research labs, and academic publications, enabled
participants to feel more connected to their coursework, or enabled students to experience fields
they were not able to fit into their academic schedule. Participants in service organizations
highlighted their desire to give back and do something for the greater good while in college.
Greek life provided participants with a strong sense of community and a deeper connection to
tradition.
In this study, all of the participants indicated that they were actively engaged in the
classroom. Literature on student engagement finds that when students are engaged in highimpact practices such as undergraduate research, capstone courses, writing-intensive courses,
and common intellectual experiences, their overall learning experience is positive (Kuh, 2008).
Participants in this study were conducting research, working closely with faculty, engaged in
study groups, and looking for ways to do more than experience a lecture. This desire to be
engaged in the classroom in meaningful ways was aided by a strong sense of connection and
interest in the material they were learning and positively influenced their academic experience
and their overall experience at State University.
Several participants indicated that they chose to attend State University because they
knew it had the field of study they were interested in. Others entered intending to major in one
area and switched after finding that they had different interests. Yet all of them felt that they
were challenged academically. They found they were learning to think and engage with their
studies, and this enabled them to engage deeply engaged their academic interests.
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The participants in this study seemed to have a desire to be engaged with other students
of diverse backgrounds. As literature on student success recommends, global learning and a
diverse campus atmosphere positively impacts the student experience by allowing students of
diverse backgrounds to feel less isolated and those from less diverse backgrounds to expand their
worldview and learn skills such as empathy, and develop relationships (Hurtado et al., 2012;
Kuh, 2008). As a part of the survey for this study, participants were asked about how often they
engaged with students of different backgrounds and whether or not they thought State University
encouraged and provided opportunities for that engagement. In response approximately 90% of
participants indicated that they had found ways to engage with other students from different
backgrounds, but only 38% of participants felt that this engagement was encouraged by the
institution. Individually the participants in this study saw value in this diverse engagement and
intentionally sought it out in their organizations and activities across campus. The value these
students saw in the diverse engagement they did have, aligns with the literature’s findings that
such engagement positively impacts the overall student experience and provides a depth and
richness to the relationship’s students build with their peers (Hurtado et al., 2012; Kuh, 2008;
UCLA Center X, 2018). As this was clearly of importance to the students, elite institutions
should assess the ways that engagement is encouraged and put more emphasis on diversity.
Especially since legacies tend to be White and from higher socio-economic statuses, ensuring
they have ample opportunities for engagement with different populations will provide them with
the opportunity to understand the lived experiences of their peers and expand their worldview.
We know that friends and peers promote active engagement both inside and outside the
classroom and that as students engage more with others, they are more likely to persist (Tinto &
Pusser, 2006). Aligning with the literature on engagement, relationships were of the utmost
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importance for participants in their perceived success at State University. Participants reported
that their on-campus relationships with friends and classmates were an important factor in their
continued engagement. In finding meaningful engagement on campus participants highlighted
the ways in which they made their collegiate experience their own, even if sometimes influenced
by their family. Not only did it provide them the academic opportunities they sought out by
attending an elite institution, it provided support structures that helped them find connection and
community. The participants in this study saw the value in their engagement, and found it to be
one of the most important factors in their self-efficacy and persistence to graduation and seemed
to believe that this would have been true, even if they were not a legacy student.
Self-Efficacy
Literature on student persistence and success has often looked to self-efficacy as an
important factor (Bandura, 1986; Bean & Eaton, 2002). Legacy students in particular may have
lower levels of self-efficacy due to the negative perceptions around their admission preference
and the possibility of admission with lower academic achievement and human capital
(Espenshade et al., 2004; Martin & Spenner, 2009; Massey & Mooney, 2007).
The participants in this study confirmed that their self-efficacy was important in their
persistence. As they found success academically and socially, they were encouraged to pursue
greater challenges and continue to tackle their academic goals. Interestingly, their self-efficacy
was greatly impacted by their high school achievements, and their belief that they were admitted
with similar or higher high school standards to their peers and that they entered State University
with the same level of ability as their classmates, regardless of their legacy status.
This study did not generate quantitative data regarding the high school achievement of
participants to compare in relation to the admission profile of State University. However, in the
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interviews with participants, the students highlighted that on their own they had compared their
high school GPA and test scores with their peers and the admission profile of the institution and
felt that they were on par with, if not exceeding those averages. This perception directly
contradicts the literature on legacy student admissions data, indicating that the academic
preparation of legacies may differ depending on how legacies are weighed at the point of
admission or based on the admission standards of the institution (Avery et al., 2003; Bowen et
al., 2005; Espenshade et al., 2004; Hurwitz, 2011; Martin & Spenner, 2009; Massey & Mooney,
2007). However, self-efficacy theory posits that students make personal assessments based on
peer references, with students considering their relative rank among classmates or making direct
comparisons of their own abilities with their perceptions of the abilities of their peers (Bandura,
1977). This aligns with the experiences of the participants in this study. Based on their
perceptions of their alignment with the capabilities of their peers, and the success they did find in
the classroom these students were confident they would persist to graduation.
The results of the survey showed that participants overall felt high self-efficacy about
their ability to be successful and engage in their academic experience. The one area in which
there was lower self-efficacy reported related to social engagement. One participant reported low
self-efficacy about their ability to make new friends, one about their ability to join a student
organization, and four indicated that they were less confident about their ability to get a date.
This lower self-efficacy in socialization led one participant to simply not engage with her peers
outside of the classroom but did not seem to deter the other participants from still attempting to
find ways to engage with other students. Recognizing the importance of the social aspect of the
collegiate experiences, students were willing to continue to try and develop the confidence and
self-efficacy to engage in new ways. Student development theory posits that as a student moves
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through their collegiate experience, their learning and cognitive skills increase as well as
psychosocial skills (Baxter-Magolda, 2009; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). In particular
from first to fourth year, research indicates that students’ relational systems change as well as
smaller shifts in their ability to create and maintain interpersonal relationships. This study found
that to be true for participants as first-year and second-year students were more likely to indicate
lower confidence in social areas than others through the survey. One departure from the literature
on student development (Astin, 1984) was with Julia, a fourth-year, who did not have confidence
in her social skills and thus chose to not engage with her peers in social settings.
Finally, the legacy students in this study saw their relationships both on and off campus
as a powerful tool in their positive self-efficacy. As Bandura’s (1977, 1997) research on selfefficacy theory states, vicarious learning and social persuasion are powerful tools in student selfefficacy. Vicarious learning, or the learning of how to behave from others and social persuasion,
or the reinforcement of behavior by others, play a role in a student’s perception of their selfefficacy. Research on peers and self-efficacy has found that student’s beliefs of their ability to
engage in social situations and maintain relationships positively impacts academic achievement
(Bandura et al., 2001; Ferrari & Parker, 1992). In the successful relationships students had on
and off campus with family and friends and the lessons learned from them through vicarious
learning and social persuasion, students felt greater confidence in their ability to be successful on
campus. Through the support they felt from their family, and the support they found in peers who
pushed them to succeed, participants felt they had a system to fall back on when they were facing
challenges on campus. Those who felt that had especially strong support systems were more
likely to report satisfaction with their collegiate experience.
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Fit of the Model
Bean and Eaton’s (2002) Psychological Model of Student Retention recognizes that
psychological processes take place for students in their integration to an institution. Their model
recognizes that students enter institutions with specific psychological factors such as selfefficacy, normative beliefs, and past experiences. These factors shape how a student interacts
with the institution and can impact their decisions to persist or leave. Their model posits that
interactions and assessments that students face on campus are circular, with positive self-efficacy
leading to improved grades, which affirm a student’s integration into the campus community.
Participants in this study affirmed the tenets of Bean and Eaton’s (2002) model. The
cycle of feedback in their model involves both academic and social interactions that influence
individual self-efficacy assessments, which then influences social and academic integration,
leading to feelings of institutional fit and loyalty and thus a desire or lack of desire to persist to
graduation. Participants in this study entered State University perceiving they received a rigorous
high school preparation, with general confidence about their admissibility based on their merit
and having family backgrounds that influenced their understanding of the collegiate experience.
Legacy participants in this study identified the feedback loop of Bean and Eaton in their
own experiences at State University. Institutional loyalty, fit, and engagement helped them feel
more connected which led to positive self-efficacy. Additionally, for those who felt positively
about their legacy status there was a feeling of a stronger connection to the institution, its
traditions, and to their ability to succeed.
Institutional Loyalty. Institutional loyalty, or the feeling that attending this institution in
particular is important to an individual, was important to most participants. Except for David,
who indicated that he felt no loyalty to the institution, all participants felt that State University
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was the right school for them and that they were committed to their decision to attend. Even
those participants such as Mark and John who said that they might have considered other
institutions if they had the admission process to do again, felt a commitment to State University
and were happy with their decision to attend. This confidence in their decision and loyalty to
their collegiate experience at this institution in particular, gave participants a sense of pride in
their experience, a determination to be successful, and a desire to make the most of their
experience through the engagement in and outside the classroom.
As legacies, particularly those with family members who had a positive experience,
students are primed to be loyal to the institution. They have seen that it is possible to be
successful, they have heard about the rewarding collegiate experience of their family member,
and they have witnessed the ways in which the institution has positively impacted their family
member’s life. In witnessing this, legacies may be more likely to see that positive experience and
success as attainable and that having it at the same institution as their family is important. Thus,
legacies may be more likely to follow their family’s example and find meaningful engagement,
work to be successful, and thus have positive self-efficacy as they navigate and find joy in their
collegiate experience.
Institutional Fit. A sense of belonging at college has been identified as a factor in
student success and engagement leading to students engaging more fully in their academic
experience and building strong relationships (Gopalan & Brady, 2019; Strayhorn, 2012). All
participants in this study highlighted the importance of institutional fit, or the feeling that they fit
in at the institution. Those who visited campus regularly with their families growing up felt that
they knew the institution, were familiar with it, and grew up with an image of State University as
the quintessential college. For those who were less connected growing up, their visits during the
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admission experience solidified that the institution would support them and provide the
community and academic experience they were looking for. Aligning with the literature on
belonging, this feeling that they fit into the institution and the institution fit their goals and image
of college, led to confidence that they would finish their degree and graduate from State
University. Throughout their time at State University, as this fitwas affirmed through their
engagement, participants felt more confident in their ability to be successful.
Legacies who identify closely with their family members may be more likely to feel this
fit strongly. As they see the ways in which their family member fit into the institution, they may
also see their own ability to fit in in similar ways. Additionally, as legacies come from homes
with at least one person who has attended a college or university, they are more likely to
understand the ways in which students should look for fit as they choose an institution, and thus
are better prepared to look critically at fit during their college choice process.
Engagement and Self-Efficacy. Their own engagement on campus, both in and outside
the classroom often led to positive self-efficacy which made them feel more encouraged to
integrate themselves further into campus life. As Astin’s (1984) theory posits, higher quality
involvement leads to greater student learning and personal development. For all legacy
participants, finding ways to be involved in their campus experience, whether through
extracurricular organizations or through their academic pursuits, led to greater feelings of
satisfaction with their time at State University and a sense that they were growing and
developing into well-rounded individuals. For the students who were less confident in their
ability to make social connections (friendships or romantic) or join organizations, they found
meaning in their academic pursuits and in the friendships they did develop with their classmates,
hallmates, and peers in their organizations. The relationships built through their engagement and
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the satisfaction they found helped students feel as though they were successful at the institution
and were having the collegiate experience they sought. The positive impact on their self-efficacy
led participants to continue to seek out ways to engage on campus, whether in pursuing greater
academic opportunities or striving to take on leadership roles within their organizations.
Legacy status played a role in the integration for several participants. Alice discussed
how her mother’s loyalty to State University led her to follow the institution’s many social media
accounts and then share events and activities that were taking place. Frank and John felt that
their transition to campus was eased by their frequent visits to campus as children. In being
familiar with campus, they already knew where things were and what opportunities there were
for engagement. For participants who felt this familiarity and connection because of their legacy
status, they were more encouraged and confident in their integration on campus. This integration
then led to a sense of positive self-efficacy which reaffirmed their engagement.
Legacy Student Model. When thinking about retention and persistence of legacy
students, key parts of Bean and Eaton’s (2002) model were identified through this study. The
motivation to attend, or even apply, as well as the initial self-efficacy based on high school
success and preparation, directly impacted the ways in which the participants interacted both
academically and socially. For all the participants these interactions created a generally positive
feedback loop. As they felt prepared to succeed and found success, either immediately or
gradually, students saw their interactions as positively impacting their self-efficacy and
engagement. It is important to note that even David who did not want to attend State University
and regularly considered transferring, felt that his interactions on campus made his experience
more positive. This perception by David highlights the strength of engagement and the power it
has in a student’s overall collegiate experience. The institutional environment directly affected
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participant perceptions of institutional fit and loyalty. Their positive interactions with friends and
academics led to more positive feelings about institutional fit and loyalty. This positive
experience was associated not with their legacy status and their feeling of family connection to
the institution, but rather because of the community that they built on campus and the ways in
which they found meaning in their engagement. But for those students who had negative
bureaucratic interactions, in particular with the counseling center or other administrative areas of
the institution, loyalty was negatively affected. The negative effect on loyalty was not perceived
as a desire to transfer or not persist at State University, but rather a lack of desire to engage or a
desire to engage in more intentional ways with the institution as alumni. As students had greater
engagement with the institution, they developed their interpersonal skills and built their internal
philosophical foundation. As a result they saw the world as less black and white and were able to
identify the ways in which the institution did not meet or exceed their expectations and they
found criticisms that impacted how they viewed their future relationship with the school.
However, Bean and Eaton’s (2002) model does not capture all of the intricacies of the
legacy student experience for this group of students. College choice played a much larger role in
the perception of their experience for the participants in this study. Perna’s (2006) research
suggests that a student’s educational decisions are impacted by several layers, including
demographics, school and community context, higher education context, and social, economic,
and policy context. Participants in this study indicated that the first three layers all played a key
role in their decision to attend State University. Their demographics and the fact that they came
from a family of college-educated individuals, particularly from State University, made it clear
that they would attend college—most likely one of the same caliber as State University.
Additionally, every participant indicated that they were encouraged or required to apply to State
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University, which automatically made it a part of their schools to consider. All of the participants
also indicated that they had attended high schools that were either rigorous or provided
challenges that prepared them for State University. They were encouraged to attend an institution
that would continue to push them, such as State University. Finally, as legacy students they were
directly marketed to by State University. In particular, two participants indicated that they
attended a special admission weekend for legacy students. All but one legacy student participant
at State University reported that they did not feel pressure to attend State University. However,
many acknowledged that they were aware of the fact that, should they attend, their parents would
be happy about the connection and they indicated that they were not sure how much this
awareness might have impacted their decision to attend. One participant in this study did indicate
that he felt direct pressure, in the form of monetary support for college, to attend State
University. By feeling forced to attend an institution that he was not interested in, David related
that he regularly thought about transferring, and felt he was having an unsatisfying collegiate
experience. While having a family connection to an institution can be positive and can create
deeper bonds both within the family and to an institution, placing such overt pressure on a child
can have negative consequences. David discussed his negative feelings about State University,
but also reflected that the pressure from his father to attend had negatively impacted his
relationship with his father, to the point that they rarely spoke. By strengthening the factor of
college choice to encompass more of the layers of Perna’s (2006) model, Bean and Eaton’s
(2002) model would better capture the ways in which choice is impacted by the entry
characteristics, but also impacts the perception of the student of their fit and loyalty to the
institution.
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As administrators look to serve this population of students, it is important that they think
of the unique ways that the legacy experience impacts our understanding of retention and
persistence and the fit of the legacy experience into retention models.
Implications for Practice
Valuable ideas for practice surfaced during my study. These implications provide ideas
for future research because we know that admission preference and its impact is being examined
regularly in mainstream media (Bruenig, 2019; Larkin & Aina, 2018; ”End legacy college
admissions”, 2019). We also know that previous research has noted that legacy students often
enter higher education with lower high school achievement and standardized test performance
than their peers and with less human capital than their peers (Espenshade et al., 2004; Martin &
Spenner, 2009; Massey & Mooney, 2007). However, this study found that by their own accounts,
students believed they would have been admitted regardless of legacy status, as their high school
GPA and test scores were on par with or exceeded their peers. Participants in this study also
noted a discomfort with legacy status and the preference it potentially awarded students. The
implications for practice are furthered with recommendations for legacy students attending an
elite institution, for the families of students who are or may become legacy students, and for the
administrators at these elite institutions that often have a legacy student population.
Implications for Students
All but one legacy student participant in this study reported that they were satisfied with
their decision to attend State University and with their overall experience at the institution. Bean
and Eaton’s (2002) research indicates that students who have positive interactions with an
institution are more likely to persist to graduation. Several important ideas for encouraging such
positive interactions emerged from my study’s data, including students thinking critically about
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the type of institution they choose to attend, actively seeking out engagement that adds to their
overall experience, and fostering relationships that provide support.
Even though their legacy status was a key reason why participants were aware of and
applied to State University, participants who identified with the campus culture or felt that the
institution would offer the academic experience they sought, felt more confident that they were
attending the best institution for their personal growth. Therefore, legacy students should take the
time to think about their college choice, identify what factors are important to them when
choosing and institution, and to the best of their ability choose an institution based on their own
interests, not simply because of a family connection.
While some participants were engaged in the same or similar organizations and activities
as their family members, each identified some aspect of engagement that they sought out on their
own. Just as engagement and involvement is encouraged at institutions for all students, legacy
students too should seek out engagement that fulfills them and find ways to create their own
experience at their legacy institution. Some of this engagement may coincide with that of their
family member’s experience on campus, yet more importantly, being intentional in why they
choose to engage in various ways is important and may lead to a more fulfilling experience.
Because of their family connection to the institution, legacy students can build on and
nurture their relationships with their family while they are in college when they need support.
Further, students can seek out meaningful connections with others across campus so that should
they face challenges or moments of doubt about their abilities, they will have a strong support
system in place to provide guidance and encouragement. Additionally, because legacy students
may face negative reactions about their status, finding friends who do not have those perceptions,

169

or connecting more with other legacy students in meaningful ways can help to counteract any
negative influence from others.
Implications for Families
An important idea emerged from my study’s data for family members who wish to limit
the influence they may exert in the college choice process and avoid their student feeling
pressured to attend the same institution as them, and for family members who wish to support
their legacy student once enrolled at the same institution.
For all but one participant in this study, there was a great deal of confidence that State
University was the right choice for the college experience. However, many indicated that they
believed their family’s connection to the institution or their family’s desire for them to at least
apply to State University may have played a role in their decision to attend. During the college
search and choice process, parents should, to the best of their ability, provide support to their
child but also provide the space for their child to make their own decision. Parents can provide
support through a challenging experience for young adults, but also to encourage their child to
choose the institution they feel will be best for them—regardless of legacy status. Although
parents might want to encourage their child to attend an institution that they believe would be a
good fit for them and where they themselves had attended, there could be negative repercussions
by forcing their child to attend an institution they are adamant is not the right choice.
As students move through their collegiate experience, there are still opportunities for
parents to continue to support their child. Participants in this study discussed the ways in which
they looked to their parents for support, either through understanding of the academic challenges
they were facing or for guidance in engagement across campus. Parents of legacy students are
uniquely posed to provide even greater support to their child than other parents because of their
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knowledge not only of the college experience but of the college experience unique to the
institution their child is attending. By continuing to show the same support offered during the
college search process, parents can challenge their child to seek out meaningful opportunities on
campus, while also providing the reassurance that it is possible to succeed in a rigorous academic
environment. However, some participants also noted that parents should recognize that their
experience, while similar to the student’s experience, is uniquely that of the student. Finding the
balance between support and allowing their child to discover and engage in their own ways on
campus will give legacy students the opportunity to create their own enriching collegiate
experience.
Implications for Administrators
Several important ideas emerged from my study’s data for administrators at selective
institutions serving legacy students. Participants acknowledged that State University was an
institution with high academic standards for admission, a focus on engagement, and what they
identified as a “stress culture” towards academics. The institution played a pivotal role in
student’s perception of their experience at State University and their perception of their legacy
status.
For participants, the primary way in which they understood the institution’s perception of
their legacy status was through legacy events around admission and institution wide celebrations.
For many, these events felt more like a marketing gimmick and a way to promote future giving.
In doing so, participants felt that their legacy status was not as much about a family connection
to the institution but rather a fundraising opportunity. When developing events that are meant to
cater to legacy students and their families, institutions should think critically about their goals in
having such an event. If the purpose is to promote the family connection and allow students and
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families with similar experiences the opportunity to connect and bond, then the event should
provide ways and opportunities for students to feel engaged and messaging related to financial
giving should be limited.
Participants in this study discussed their perceptions of their parents’ roles in their college
search and choice. While most participants felt that their parents would support whatever
decision they made regarding the institution they chose to attend, many highlighted the fact that
they were aware of what would make their parents happy or felt pressured to at least apply to or
consider State University. As institutions offer opportunities for not only students, but parents, to
explore their school as a potential option, campus offices working with parents could increase
their offerings to include resources for parents around providing useful support during the
college choice process. This support information would allow parents to have a better
understanding of the ways they might inadvertently influence their child’s choice, and also
provide them with tools to make sure they are providing constructive support to their child as
they navigate this important decision.
The participants in this study highlighted mental health resources and diverse
engagement as key areas where State University did not provide enough support. As legacy
students are more likely to come from backgrounds of privilege, whether racial, socioeconomic,
or educational, institutions that promote the admission of legacy students should work to make
sure they provide ample opportunity for and encourage engagement of students with individuals
from different backgrounds. Additionally, if an institution does provide an admission boost to
legacy applicants, they must recognize that in doing so they may reduce the diversity of their
student body. Finally, in a time when there are increasing pressures to succeed in college and
students are more easily able to compare themselves to their peers, institutions must ensure that
172

they have the resources available for mental health and that students do not feel as though their
mental well-being is less of a priority for the institution.
Finally, participants in this study highlighted their plans to be intentional about how they
might support State University post-graduation. Those who felt that they would be inclined to
donate later in life discussed how they would earmark any donations toward specific aspects of
campus or student support services. The participants discussed their concerns that any money
given to a general fund may be used in ways that would not support the collegiate experiences
they hoped other students would have. Rather they felt that by giving directly to a scholarship
fund, mental health support services, or directly to organizations that were important to them
during their time on campus, they would ensure a positive experience for future students. As
institutions seek to maintain financial relationships with legacy students, providing opportunities
to give to specific organizations or funds that had made the students’ experiences rewarding may
reap greater financial benefits to the institution as alumni may be more willing to give to those
specific areas. In some cases, highlighting the students’ legacy status may align with giving, but
for others targeting organizations, support services, or other groups an alumnus identifies with
might resonate with legacy alumni more.
Recommendations for Future Research
As stated in Chapter 2, the research-based understanding of legacy students’ experiences
is limited. This study used a qualitative design to explore the experiences and perceptions of a
group of legacy students; in particular, their perceptions of their legacy status, self-efficacy, and
engagement. Prior research focused on the weight that legacy status placed on a student’s
application, in comparison to other affirmative action programs such as those based on race or
athletic skill (Espenshade et al., 2004; Martin & Spenner, 2009; Massey & Mooney, 2007). What
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remains unknown is how legacy students’ legacy status, self-efficacy and engagement influence
their collegiate experience.
My research was delimited to a group of undergraduate legacy students at a single public,
4-year doctoral university. Therefore, generalizing the results of this study to other types of
institutions is not appropriate. Replication studies to gain an understanding of legacy students at
different types of institutions (e.g., private, single gendered, etc.) are required.
My study asked students to reflect on their experience, self-efficacy, and engagement at a
specific period during their academic experience at State University. A longitudinal study
throughout a student’s academic career and beyond would demonstrate how time changed the
participants’ perspective of their college experience and would enable tracking of students who
transferred out of the institution. How, if at all, does self-efficacy and engagement change as
student’s move through their collegiate experience? How, if at all, does the perception of legacy
status shift from admission to graduation? If a student transfers out of the institution what factors
led to that decision, and where do they intend to go? The ways in which participants respond
could generate new data that would benefit college administrators as they seek to support legacy
students in their academic journey. Additionally, such studies could provide institutional leaders
and policymakers insight into how, and if, legacy students should be recognized, recruited, and
supported.
This study only sought perceptions of a group of legacy students on their experience at
State University. A study that includes both legacy students and their non-legacy peers would
provide insight into how legacy students are alike or differ from other students at the same
institution. How, if at all, does legacy self-efficacy differ from that of non-legacy students? Is
there a difference in the ways in which legacy students are engaged in their collegiate
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experience? How exactly do non-legacy students perceive legacy students at an institution? Such
a study would provide new depth to the research on legacy students and would help to clarify
how, if at all, the legacy experience differs from the general student population.
Participation in Greek life was considerably more prevalent among the participants in this
study than in the overall population at State University. Research has shown that participation in
Greek life can have a negative effect on academic performance (De Donato & Thomas, 2017),
however the participants in this study perceived that it had a positive impact on their academic
performance and overall engagement at State University. A study that looks closer at the
relationship between legacies and Greek organization participation would help to unpack the
relationship that may exist between these two student identities. Additionally, a study that
compared the legacy experience at institutions with varying degrees of Greek life would provide
more knowledge about the legacy student experience.
Conclusions
This phenomenological study described the ways in which a group of legacy students
understood their legacy experience, their self-efficacy, and their engagement at an elite college.
The 16 student participants’ experiences related to the psychological processes that take place as
a student decides how to integrate themselves into an institution adds to previous research by
highlighting the legacy student experience beyond the point of admission. It was important to
understand how legacy students perceived their status and their collegiate experience so that
institutions and family members can better support these students.
The participants’ lived experiences at an elite university supported persistence to
graduation. These legacy students felt they had a close connection and allegiance to the
institution. Through this bond, participants felt prepared to integrate themselves into
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organizations, relationships, and into the social life of the university. There were some times in
which students had doubts about their ability to succeed, and these provide insight into how
institutions and families can encourage legacy students. Participants grappled with their
understanding of the role that their legacy status played in their admission. They also reacted to
what they perceived as a stress culture at the institution. Even though they did not always
attribute their concerns about their ability to succeed to their legacy status, all of the participants
in this study at least recognized that their legacy connection may have given them an advantage
in the admission process. No participants perceived that they had changed their habits and
actions to fulfill a negative stereotype about themselves as legacies, several did feel the need to
push themselves to achieve at the same rates of their peers and to assure themselves of their
deserving a place at the institution.
My study found this group of legacy students were often happy to have the family
connection to the institution but were aware of how other’s might have a negative perception of
their status. This negative perception, along with a stressful academic culture led to moments of
lower self-efficacy related to academic abilities, but not an overall feeling of inability to be
successful and persist to graduation. While no participant stated that they stopped disclosing their
status, for those who perceived negative reactions they stated that they did not readily share their
status with others. Much like the existing research, two of the participants in my study felt
initially concerned about their ability to take on the academic expectations of the institution.
However, after finding success on campus and identifying their support systems, all felt
confident in their ability to achieve their goals.
Elite institutional leaders and parents can benefit from this study and the surfaced results
add to our understanding of the experiences of these legacy students. By delving into the legacy
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experience, we can better understand the role of family in college choice, how legacy students
may make meaning and engage in their collegiate experience, and how they perceive their own
privilege and status in comparison to other students. The research captured many of the elements
of the legacy student experience. Such information enables practitioners to better understand
how legacy students interact and engage with an elite institution and provides parents with an
understanding of how their institutional loyalty may impact their child’s college choice.
However, it is important to note that while there were common threads among the participants’
experiences, each participant understood their legacy status and experience uniquely. Each
individual’s lived experience was individually based on their perceptions, their self-efficacy, and
the ways in which they chose to engage on campus. Importantly, the group of participants
highlighted that while they all had common experiences, their individual experiences were made
of many layers, of which legacy status was one component. Overall, this study contributes to the
existing research on legacy students’ higher education experience by providing the students’
experience at a public, more selective university.
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Appendix A
Researcher as Instrument
The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of the perceptions of a group
of legacy students regarding their experiences at a public, more selective institution. I plan to
conduct a phenomenological study in order to understand what the essence of their experience is.
As I construct this study, it is critical that I state my own experiences with the topic, clarify my
beliefs and values, what I expect to find, what I am willing to discover, what I am not willing to
discover, and what I hope the outcomes of the study will be.
A researcher’s personal experience with their topic of interest undoubtedly has an impact
on the finished product. Four key experiences play a role in how I approach this study. First, a
member of my immediate family was a legacy student. Second, as an undergraduate, I knew
many students either who were legacies or who had wanted to be legacies at a different
institution. Third, my spouse is a legacy student with both of his parents attending the same
institution, as well as both of his siblings. Finally, as a higher education professional, I have
worked with legacy students and students who are working to make sense of who they want to be
in college and have seen how self-efficacy and engagement impact their experience.
Experiences
In my immediate family, there was always an assumption that my siblings and I would
attend college. My parents insisted that higher education was a right, not a privilege, and that
attending was inevitable. Growing up, stories of the higher educational experiences of both my
parents were common. Most often, we heard how much my father’s collegiate experience had
changed him and shaped him into the man we knew. We learned how his alma mater had
challenged him, had been the perfect place for him to mature and develop, and how those he met
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there continued to be positive influences long after he graduated. We heard of his time in a
fraternity – how even though it was not something he was always proud of today, that it had
impacted his concept of leadership and brotherhood. We grew up knowing that his alma mater
was the one to root for, particularly when someone brought up his rival school.
When it came time for my brother to start looking at colleges, due to personal concerns
my parents encouraged him to look at smaller institutions so that he could have more contact
with faculty. While they did not push my father’s alma mater into the mix of schools to look at,
its small size made it a contender. After considering larger, more diverse institutions, my brother
decided to attend my father’s alma mater, recognizing that it had been a powerful place for my
father and hoping it could be the same for him.
My brother only spent one year at my father’s alma mater. He struggled academically and
personally to find a space in a student body that he found more privileged than our own
upbringing. He attempted to engage with my father’s fraternity and was not welcomed, even
having the door literally shut in his face on one occasion. My brother did not know how to make
a place for himself within the institution. At the end of his first year, he left and spent the next
several years bouncing between community colleges, trying to figure out the institution that
would work best. He eventually ended up at the larger, more diverse institution he had originally
considered, graduating and going on to graduate school at a prestigious institution.
The idea of being a legacy was never pushed on the children in our family. I was never
inclined to attend my father’s alma mater, as I knew that I wanted to go to a very different kind
of institution and I felt confident in my ability to succeed and make my own path elsewhere. My
brother didn’t have that confidence in high school and it’s always seemed to me that he became a
legacy because he wasn’t confident, didn’t know exactly what he wanted, and saw my father’s
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alma mater as the easy choice. My family doesn’t often talk about my brother’s experience, but
the dialogue in our family has changed from one of discussing how exceptional our institutions
were for us to talking more about the transformative power of a college education in general and
how it’s important for individuals to choose the place they attend because they feel strongly
compelled is the place where they can be confident and engage with their peers and faculty in a
beneficial way.
One of my very close friends at my undergraduate institution had applied as a legacy
student at another more selective institution. He was rejected and ended up at my institution as a
second choice. He spent a great deal of time lamenting their rejection, talking about how he felt
slighted for not being admitted, and avoiding involvement in campus organizations because he
was confident they would transfer to their legacy institution. He ended up at staying at my
undergraduate institution, but never gave up the conversations about what might have been his
experience if he had been admitted as a legacy elsewhere. During the time we were friends, I
also became friends with his brother, who had been admitted as a legacy. In contrast to his
brother, he regretted the decision to attend the legacy institution, often talking about how he was
not sure that he belonged there and talking about how he decided to attend because of their
father’s experience, but never felt that he was having the same transformative experience as their
father. This contrast in experiences always seemed to be a topic of discussion between the
brothers, even several years after each had graduated from college. While I would ask questions
about their decisions to attend their respective institutions, I never fully understood how their
decisions and experiences were impacted by their own relationship as brothers and the way in
which other family dynamics played into their decisions and understanding of their experiences.
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My spouse was a legacy student at a more selective, public institution. At the time that he
attended, his parents had both graduated from the same institution, and his older brother had
graduated from the same institution. His younger sister, as well as several cousins would also go
on to attend the same institution. His decision to attend as a legacy student was motivated
primarily due to the rigor of an academic program he wished to major in, and a desire to go to a
school different from his high school that had a larger student body from diverse backgrounds.
However, he has stated that his decision to get involved in various organizations was greatly
influenced by his brother’s experience. He chose to join the same social fraternity as his brother
– something he has said he probably would not have done had he not been a legacy.
In contrast, his younger sister has stressed that she felt increasing pressure to attend as a
legacy student, especially as the youngest child and the one to ensure that they entire family
attended the same institution. She indicated that she was given limits to the schools she could
consider for undergraduate study, and felt as though her parents would be disappointed if she did
not attend as a legacy student. While she always expresses that she had an enjoyable experience,
she is always ready to discuss the other schools she wishes she had attended and the ways in
which she did not feel that her experience as a legacy student was ideal.
Having had a legacy sibling, known legacies and those who wished they were legacies,
and marrying into a family of legacy students, I truly believe that each legacy student (even if in
the same family) has a truly unique experience. How a student perceives their status as a legacy
student is greatly influenced not only by a child’s relationship with their parents, but also with
their siblings, and their own confidence in making their own decisions.
Finally, in my roles in higher education, I have worked closely with students in transition,
particularly transfer students. Through my work with these students, I often heard stories about
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how students had not found their niche at their previous institutions, whether that was personally
or academically. They told stories about how their inability to find fulfilling involvement left
them feeling dissatisfied with their collegiate experience. They discussed how the ideas of what
they had hoped college would be did not match with the reality of the first institution they
attended. These anecdotal experiences, along with my understanding of student development
from my coursework that continually discusses how engagement leads to greater development,
have greatly shaped my understanding of how much institutional fit and a student’s ability to
engage in ways that are fulfilling to them can shape a student’s collegiate experience and
ultimately their persistence.
I first took a hard look at legacy students during my first course in my doctoral program.
As a part of a course on student affairs, I was required to write a paper on a specific student
population and come up with a handout that my classmates could use in future practice as they
worked with that population. Thinking about my sibling’s experience, I chose legacy students as
my population and took a dive into the literature. As a fairly green higher education professional,
I knew the basics about legacy students, but had never taken a hard look at the data on this
population. My discoveries about the magnitude of preference that is given to legacy students
astonished me, but more than anything I was surprised by the realization that the primary reason
to encourage legacy students is financial (even though studies have shown that legacy preference
does not increase alumni giving).
Since I began my doctoral program and started to focus my research interests on legacy
students, I have seen the topic of legacy students pop up with some regularity in higher education
news. The question of legacy admission preference is often brought up as a part of the larger
discussion around all admission preference and makes the argument that if leaders wish to
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abolish affirmative action, then legacy preference must also go. As I have continued to study this
student population and listened to the news that covers legacy preference, the motivation behind
legacy preference has continued to pose problems for me. Affirmative action is intended to
promote equity in higher education, but legacy preference today is meant to strengthen family
bonds with an institution and hopefully ensure greater alumni giving. I believe that while
affirmative action is meant to serve a greater good, legacy preference perpetuates a policy of
meritocracy.
Every time legacy preference is defended, for whatever reason, I think back to the
literature and the gaps in the research related to legacy student engagement and self-efficacy. I
truly believe that if we are to continue to allow legacy admission preference to continue, that we
must better understand the impacts of it on students, and come up with a better idea of how it
benefits institutions.
Beliefs
As I have defined and redefined my own beliefs about the legacy student experience,
there are several key ideas that surfaced:
•

The reasons students choose to attend an institution can have an enormous impact on
their decisions to engage with their institution, both in an outside of the classroom. If a
student chooses an institution due to external pressures or expectations, they are less
eager to engage.

•

Positive self-efficacy is vital for students to succeed. If a student is not confident that they
can succeed at their institution or even confident in their decisions relating to the
institution they attend and the way they engage with that institution, they are less
prepared to succeed academically and personally.
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•

Each legacy student experience is different, but I believe legacy status is always a player
in their collegiate experience.

As I begin this study, I expect these beliefs to influence my interpretation of what students share
with me. I expect to see legacy students engaging with their institution in a variety of ways with
varying levels of self-efficacy. I expect to find that each legacy student chose to attend this
institution and that the reasons they chose to do so, impact their engagement and self-efficacy.
What I am not willing to discover, or at least what I do not want to discover is that legacy
students have a negative view of their collegiate experience. I believe in the transformative
power of higher education, and I truly want all college students to grow and develop in positive
ways during their time in college. Even though I know that there are always negative aspects of
an experience, I hope that the students who participant in my study are having positive
experiences.
The ultimate hope of any researcher is that her findings will have an impact on future research or
practice. I hope that my study will impact how educational leaders view legacy student
admission policies, and will shape the way they work with this unique student population.
Additionally, I hope that it will push readers to think about how we message higher education to
students, how we talk to high school students about how to choose an institution, and what to
expect once they arrive on campus. Finally, I hope to fill the gaps in literature that exist around
the legacy student experience and how engagement and self-efficacy play a role in student
understanding of themselves as legacy students.
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Appendix B
Potential Participant Email Solicitation

Dear [State University] student,
As an undergraduate legacy student (an individual attending the same institution as their
parent(s) or sibling(s)) at [State University], you are being invited to participate in my
dissertation research. The purpose of this study is to explore the legacy student experience and
how student engagement and self-efficacy relate to relate to that experience. Students who are
chosen to participate must not only self-identify as a legacy student, but also recognize that their
legacy status may have garnered preferential treatment in the admission process.
I am looking for legacy students to participate in this study. Each participant will be asked to
participate in two interviews (initial and final) and complete a 15-20 minute online questionnaire.
As an added incentive, each selected participant who successfully completes all parts of this
study will receive $50 in cash.
Should you choose to participate, you will be provided with a consent form. All data will remain
confidential.
If you recognize that your legacy status may have benefited your admission or sets you
apart from your peers and are interested in participating, please complete the following form
(Interest Form) and you will be contacted shortly with more information on the details of the
study. Please note, I am looking to find a wide variety of participants who are as representative
of the student body as possible. Submitting your interest does not guarantee that you will be
selected to participate in this study.
If you have any questions, feel free to reach out to me at ghfend@email.wm.edu.
Thanks in advance for your time!
Sincerely,
Grace Fend

Appendix C
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Participant Indication of Interest Form
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Appendix D
Email Response to Interested Participants
Dear [Student],
Thank you for your interest in participating in my study. As a participant, I will ask you to
participate in an initial individual interview, approximately one hour in length. Following this
interview, I will ask that you complete an online survey that should take approximately 20
minutes to complete. There will then be a final interview, about one hour in length. At the
conclusion of your final interview, you will receive compensation of $50.
At the time of your first interview, you will be provided with an explanation of my study, my
expectations of you as participant, and a consent form. At all stages of the study, your
information will remain confidential, and I will communicate with you throughout to verify my
interpretation of your responses, correcting them as necessary.
I would like to schedule your initial interview between (two week period to be determined upon
approval by EDIRC and ability to begin data generation). Please respond with your availability
for the initial one-hour interview.
If you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to reach out at any time.
Thank you,
Grace Fend
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Appendix E
Guiding Interview Questions
Definitions to share prior to each interview:
•
•
•

A legacy student is a collegiate student who attends the same institution as a sibling, or
one or both of his or her parents.
Self-efficacy is an individual’s perception of their abilities to perform tasks or deal with
certain situations (Bandura, 1986).
Student engagement is the extent to which students contribute both time and energy to
their learning and development both inside and outside the classroom (College Student
Report, 2013).

For first interview only:
•

•

•

•

•

What was your experience with State University prior to deciding to attend?
o How did you make the decision to attend State University?
o How important was it to you that your sibling/mom/dad had attended State
University?
o What was a key factor in your decision to apply to State University?
o What was a key factor in your decision to attend State University?
To what extent, if at all, and how, are you engaged in your classroom experience?
o Do you speak with your faculty outside of class?
o Do you participate in research?
o Do you work with other students outside of class on projects?
o Why did you choose to engage in those ways?
o How, if at all, has your engagement changed throughout your collegiate
experience?
To what extent, if at all, and how, are you engaged outside of the classroom?
o With what, if any, social organizations are you involved?
o Do you work on or off campus?
o Why did you choose to engage in those ways?
o How, if at all, has your engagement outside the classroom changed throughout
your collegiate experience?
How confident are you in your ability to succeed at State University?
o What factors contribute to your confidence/lack of confidence, and how do those
factors contribute to your confidence/lack of confidence?
o What prepared you the most to feel confident in your ability to succeed at State
University?
How, if at all, has your confidence changed during your time at State University? (for
second-years, third-years, fourth-years)
o What factors contributed to those changes?
o What could have helped you to feel more confident?
209

•
•

•

•

How if at all, has your confidence changed or do you think your confidence will change
during your time at State University? (for freshmen)
o What factors will contribute to those changes?
Would you tell me more about how, if at all, your family’s relationship to State
University impacts your collegiate experience?
o How often does your family visit State University? Are these visits aligned with
official State University events?
o What type of stories did your family member(s) tell you about State University?
How have these stories held true/or not for you?
o How, if at all, have the impacts of your family’s relationship to State University
on your collegiate experience changed over time?
Have you heard the news of Operation Varsity Blues college admissions scandal?
o What have been your perceptions of the case?
o How, if at all, have you thought about your own admission experience in relation
to the case?
Is there anything else I should be thinking about to understand better the experience of
legacy students on campus?
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Appendix F
Crosswalk Between Individual Interview Questions and Literature
Interview Questions

Research Questions

Literature

What was your experience
with State University prior
to deciding to attend?
a. How did you make the
decision to attend State
University?
b. How important was it to
you that your
sibling/mom/dad had
attended State University?
c. What was a key factor in
your decision to apply to
State University?
d. What was a key factor in
your decision to attend
State University?

1. How do legacy students
describe their college
experience?

Bean & Eaton (2000, 2002)
Martin & Spenner (2009)
Perna (2006)
Perna & Thomas (2006)
The Pell Institute for the
Study of Opportunity in
Higher Education (2016)

To what extent, if at all,
and how, are you engaged
in your classroom
experience?

1. How do legacy students
describe their college
experience?

Astin (1975, 1984, 1993)
Bean & Eaton (2000, 2002)
Braxton, Vesper, &
Hossler (1995)
Kuh (2002)
Pascarella & Terenzini
(1991, 2005)
Tinto (1975)
Tinto & Pusser (2006)

a. Do you speak with your
faculty outside of class?
b. Do you participate in
research?
c. Do you work with other
students outside of class on
projects?
d. Why did you choose to
engage in those ways?
e. How, if at all, has your
engagement changed
throughout your collegiate
experience?

3. How do legacy students
perceive their engagement,
both in and outside the
classroom, and changes (if
any) to it?
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To what extent, if at all,
and how, are you engaged
outside of the classroom?
a. With what, if any, social
organizations are you
involved?
b. Do you work on or off
campus?
c. Why did you choose to
engage in those ways?
d. How, if at all, has your
engagement outside the
classroom changed
throughout your collegiate
experience?

1. How do legacy students
describe their college
experience?

3. How are legacy students
engaged throughout their
collegiate experience?

How do you define success
for yourself at State
University?
a. How did you come to
define success in that
manner?
b. Has your definition of
success changed, or do you
expect it to change?

1. How do legacy students
describe their college
experience?

How confident are you in
your ability to succeed at
State University?
a. What factors contribute
to your confidence, and
how do those factors
contribute to your
confidence?
b. What prepared you the
most to feel confident in
your ability to succeed at
State University?

1. How do legacy students
describe their college
experience?

2. How do legacy students
perceive their self-efficacy,
including changes (if any)
to it?

2. How do legacy students
perceive their self-efficacy,
including changes (if any)
to it?
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Astin (1975, 1984, 1993)
Bean & Eaton (2000, 2002)
Braxton, Vesper, &
Hossler (1995)
Kuh (2002)
Pascarella & Terenzini
(1991, 2005)
Tinto (1975)
Tinto & Pusser (2006)

Bandura (1986)
Bean & Eaton (2000, 2002)
Martin & Spenner (2009)
Massey & Mooney (2007)
Solberg, O’Brien,
Villareal, & Davis (1993)
Steele & Aronson (1995)

Bandura (1986)
Bean & Eaton (2000, 2002)
Martin & Spenner (2009)
Massey & Mooney (2007)
Solberg, O’Brien,
Villareal, & Davis (1993)
Steele & Aronson (1995)

How, if at all, has your
confidence changed during
your time at State
University? (for secondyears, third-years, fourthyears)
a. What factors contributed
to those changes?
b. What could have helped
you to feel more confident?

2. How do legacy students
perceive their self-efficacy,
including changes (if any)
to it?

How if at all, do you think
your confidence will
change during your time at
State University? (for
freshmen)
a. What factors will
contribute to those
changes?
Would you tell me more
1. How do legacy students
about how, if at all, your
describe their college
family’s relationship to
experience?
State University impacts
your collegiate experience?
a. How often does your
family visit State
University? Are these visits
aligned with official State
University events?
b. What type of stories did
your family member(s) tell
you about State
University? How have
these stories held true/or
not for you?
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Bandura (1986)
Bean & Eaton (2000, 2002)
Martin & Spenner (2009)
Massey & Mooney (2007)
Solberg, O’Brien,
Villareal, & Davis (1993)
Steele & Aronson (1995)

Bean & Eaton (2000, 2002)
Horn & Nunez (2000)
Martin & Spenner (2009)
The Pell Institute for the
Study of Opportunity in
Higher Education (2016)

Appendix G
Online Questionnaire
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Appendix H
Consent Form for Student Participants
This investigation, entitled “Legacy Student Perceptions of Engagement and Self-Efficacy” is
designed to explore how you, as a legacy student, perceive your own engagement and selfefficacy at your institution.
Studying your understanding or yourself as a legacy student and your engagement and selfefficacy will help me and fellow higher education practitioners better serve legacy student needs.
Our focus on perceptions will hopefully shed light not just on how engaged you are in your
collegiate experience, but how you make meaning of your engagement and self-efficacy. This
study is being conducted for my dissertation in the William & Mary School of Education.
TIMELINE
Data generation will occur between May 2019 and June 2019. During this time you will be asked
to participate in two interviews, approximately one-hour in length each, and complete an online
questionnaire that should take approximately 20 minutes to complete. After each interview and
throughout the study, I will reach out via email to check my interpretations of your responses. A
summary of my findings will be provided to you in May 2019.
WHAT WILL I REQUEST FROM YOU?
•

•

•
•

You will be asked to participate in an initial individual interview, approximately one hour in
length, where you will be asked questions about 1) your relationship with your institution
prior to enrolling, 2) your expectations about your collegiate experience prior to enrolling, 3)
your confidence in various aspects of your collegiate experience, and 4) your engagement
both in and outside of the classroom at your institution.
Following the initial interview, I will ask that you complete an online questionnaire that
should take approximately 20 minutes to complete. This questionnaire will ask questions
about specific aspects of your engagement in and outside the classroom and your selfefficacy with various aspects of the collegiate experience.
You will then participate in a final interview. This interview will also be approximately onehour in length, and questions will be derived from the initial interview and your responses to
the online questionnaire.
At various times, I will communicate with you via email to ensure I am correctly
understanding and interpreting your responses. You will have the opportunity to correct my
interpretations.
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION:
Please know that:
• The confidentiality of your personally identifying information will be protected to the
maximum extent allowable by law.
• Your name and other identifying information will be known only to the researcher through
the information that you provide. Neither your name nor any personally identifying
information will be used in any presentation or published work without prior consent.
• The audio recordings of the two interviews described above and the responses from the
online questionnaire will be erased after the study has been completed.
• You may refuse to answer any questions during the interviews if you so choose. You may
also terminate your participation in the study at any time. (to do so, simply inform the
interviewer of your intention.) Neither of these actions will incur a penalty of any time.
• Your participation is completely voluntary. If you decline to participate, this decision will not
endanger your relationship with your collegiate institution.
• A summary of the results of the study will be sent to you electronically once they are
complete.
HOW CAN YOU CONTACT ME?
If you have any questions or concerns about this study, please contact me, Grace Fend
(ghfend@email.wm.edu, 757-532-0225) at William & Mary, Williamsburg, Virginia or my
dissertation advisor: Dr. Pamela Eddy (pamela.eddy@wm.edu, 757-221-2349). If you have
additional questions or concerns regarding your rights as a study participant, or are dissatisfied at
any time with any aspect of this study, you may contact, anonymously if you wish Dr. Tom
Ward (tjward@wm.edu, 757-221-2358) or Dr. Jennifer Stevens (jastev@wm.edu, 757-2213862), chairs of the two William & Mary committees that supervise the treatment of study
participants.
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By checking the “I agree to participate” response below, then signing and dating this form, you
indicate your voluntary agreement to participate in this study, and confirm that you are at least
18 years of age.
o I agree to participate.
o I do not agree to participate.
A copy of this consent form will be given to you to keep.
SIGNATURES:
Participant: _______________________________________

Date: ___________

Researcher: ______________________________________

Date: ____________
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Appendix I
National Survey of Student Engagement The College Student Report Item Usage
Agreement
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Appendix J
Peer Reviewer Confidentiality Agreement
I agree to participate as a peer reviewer in the doctoral dissertation of Grace Fend. I agree to
maintain the utmost confidence throughout this peer review process by not sharing or
disseminating in written or electronic form the transcription(s) of the student participant(s) in
Grace Fend’s study or any information gleaned from the review without prior written consent
from Grace Fend. Additionally, I will not use any of the data that I am checking for other
purposes.

Signed: _______________________
Date: _________________________
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